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Introduction 
Mental health problems in children and young people are rising at a concerning rate. 
One in six children of school age now has a diagnosable mental health problem, this 
having risen from one in ten in 2004 and subsequently, one in nine in 2017.1  It is 
therefore imperative that schools develop and implement practical, relevant and 
effective mental health policies and procedures, to promote a safe and stable 
environment for students affected both directly and indirectly by mental health 
problems.   

Schools have an important role to play, acting as a source of support and information 
for both students, and parents and carers. However, some school staff may feel out of 
their depth when faced with a student experiencing mental health problems. This 
guidance is designed to help schools to develop policies and procedures which will 
empower staff to spot and support students in need of help and to follow appropriate 
referral pathways and procedures. A well-developed and effectively implemented 
policy can prevent students from falling through the gaps. 

“A boy in year 10 was suffering badly from anorexia and ended up 

in A&E – when staff were debriefed several of us realised that 

although we were very concerned about him, we had all assumed 

someone else was dealing with it – but nobody was. We now have 

a policy with a named member of staff who all these concerns are 

passed to.”   

We will start by considering how you might develop a policy which truly meets the 
needs of your school population. Then we will share example documents which can 
either be used as inspiration or as a starting point for the development of your own 
policy. Finally, we will provide appendices with additional information which staff may 
find helpful, in addition to a selection of websites and books where you can find further 
information about the mental health issues you are most likely to encounter within 
your student body.   
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This policy forms part of the Charlie Waller Trust’s ongoing work to improve 
recognition of and support for mental health issues. The Trust provides funded Whole 
School Approach consultancy and training to schools on a variety of topics related to 
mental health. We are able to offer bespoke sessions to suit individual schools, 
including twilight, half day and full day INSET sessions. For further information, please 
visit charliewaller.org.  
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Writing an effective policy for your school 
When planning on using example policies, you might view them as a starting point, 
giving careful consideration to how they can be adapted to provide the best fit for your 
school. In writing your policy, you may find that ideas that worked well elsewhere also 
translate well into your environment. However, some ideas may not fit with the unique 
culture of your school and may need to be revised or may not be relevant at all. Your 
own skills, knowledge and experience will help you to develop a policy that feels like a 
good fit for you and your school.  

Below we’ve outlined some advice to bear in mind, which we hope will help you to 
ensure that you develop a policy that is truly in line with the needs of your school 
community.  

Your Whole School Approach 
Your policy should be developed with the whole school approach to mental health at 
the forefront.  

Keep it practical 
You may spend considerable time researching the information for inclusion in your 
policy and have a substantial amount to include in a very comprehensive and detailed 
policy. However, a lengthy policy is likely to be off-putting to potential readers and may 
be far less likely to be read, digested and implemented, than a shorter policy. Ideally 
your policy should be a ‘go to’ document, to which staff regularly refer when they’re in 
need of guidance as to what to do next in a situation involving a child or young person 
in distress.  

You can cut down on the length of a policy by making it a ‘doing’ document, outlining 
clear, specific and practical actions for staff to take in order to promote positive mental 
health amongst your students. You may consider including some additional context 
and sources of information as appendices at the end of the document, or on your 
school’s virtual learning environment. 

A good policy should be clear and simple to use  
Think carefully about the formatting of the final document. You might use diagrams, 
subheadings, bullet points or boxes to convey salient information in a clear and 
straightforward manner to make your document easier to read and understand. Avoid 
using overly complicated diagrams and consider whether, for example, a simple 
flowchart showing the school’s referral pathway would be instructive for colleagues.  

Write your policy in language that can be understood by every member of staff from 
the most experienced to the least, avoiding the use of complicated language, technical 
terms or jargon.    

Learn from past experience 
When developing your policy, consider specific examples of students who have 
experienced mental health problems at your school in the past, thinking critically and 
constructively about ways in which the school has responded well, and what might 
have been done differently. This process can help you to identify areas for 
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improvement, supporting the formulation of a policy which is practical, proven and 
likely to make a positive contribution to the mental health and wellbeing of the whole 
school community.  

Include the voices and experience of students, and of parents and 
carers 
The best policy is one which is developed with the active involvement of the 
individuals it is designed to support and protect. It can help too to draw on the 
experiences of parents and carers, especially those whose children have faced or are 
facing mental health problems. They may provide valuable input at the stage of policy 
development, including feedback on draft policies and providing guidance on how the 
school can best support young people and their families. There are a number of ways 
you may involve students and their parents and carers in this process; here are two 
ideas: 

● Hold a focus group, asking students to share their experiences and opinions 
about the school’s ability to provide a safe, stable and supportive environment to 
all young people, and particularly those who may be experiencing mental health 
problems. 

● Develop and disseminate questionnaires designed to capture the views of both 
students, and their parents and carers. Electronic software such as 
SurveyMonkey can be used to generate anonymous responses and provide 
helpful qualitative and quantitative data.  

Be prepared to take feedback on board and be flexible about making changes to ensure 
your policy is as practical as possible and can be understood by school staff, students, 
and parents and carers.   

Outline warning signs  
It is imperative that all staff should be aware of, and alert to, any changes in a student’s 
behaviour which may indicate that the student may be experiencing an emerging 
mental health problem. The policy should include some of the warning signs which are 
associated with common, and less common, mental health problems. It is important to 
emphasise that signs of a mental health problem may be very subtle in some students 
and far more obvious in others, depending on the individual. An awareness of the early 
signs of distress makes it more likely that the child or young person will get the right 
help and support at the right time, helping to prevent more serious mental health 
problems from developing.  

Make it clear what to do next 
In addition to ensuring that all staff are aware of the most common warning signs of 
mental ill health, a good policy will clearly and explicitly outline the actions all staff 
should take in relation to concerns about the mental health and wellbeing of a student, 
and will link to other relevant school policies and procedures.    

Name key members of staff 
All staff should know who to contact if they have a concern about the mental health of 
a student. It is therefore vital to explicitly name individuals in roles with responsibility 
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for student mental health and wellbeing. As a minimum you should include the name 
and contact details of the following: 

• Your designated child protection or safeguarding lead 
• Your mental health lead or senior mental health lead 
• Your lead first aider 
• Your pastoral lead 
• Your CPD lead for the identification of training needs  

Although there may be some overlap in roles, it is important to avoid assuming that 
colleagues know who to turn to with their queries and concerns unless you have 
clearly outlined it in your policy. It is important to keep the policy up to date with any 
staff changes and to clearly communicate these changes to all staff.   

Have a plan for disseminating your policy 
You may have written an excellent policy, but unless you disseminate it effectively, it 
may not be seen by those who need to read it. Think carefully about how to share the 
policy with colleagues, governors, students and parents, and whether you might 
provide supplementary training alongside the dissemination of the policy. Some ideas 
that might work well include: 

• Introduce the policy as part of a twilight session, leaving plenty of time for 
questions 

• Print off copies of the policy for staff to browse in the staff room 
• Email a copy or direct link to the policy to all staff; do not expect them to find it 

online 
• Share salient points from the policy with students via RSHE or tutor periods 
• Add the policy as an agenda item for discussion at your next governors’ meeting 
• Upload the policy on a prominent position on your public-facing school website 
• Highlight the new policy as a news item or blog post on your website 
• Share your new policy in a newsletter with parents 
• Include information about the policy as part of all new staff induction 

Another benefit of thorough dissemination of your policy is that it highlights the topic 
of mental health and prompts students, staff, and parents and carers to talk about 
mental health.  In many schools, discussions about mental health may still feel like a 
difficult topic to discuss, so this can be a really positive change and help to reduce 
stigma.  

Consider including guidelines which keep expectations realistic 
Mental health problems in young people may emerge suddenly or over a longer period 
of time and may be of an acute or short-lived nature, or may take a more chronic, long-
term course. Mental health problems can have a detrimental impact on a student’s 
ability to access school and on their academic attainment. Policies should address how 
staff can support students with mental health problems and ensure that, wherever 
possible, students are not placed under undue stress which may exacerbate their 
mental health problems.   
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You may consider the inclusion of guidance relating to areas which are likely to be 
impacted when a student is experiencing a mental health problem.  

This may include expectations relating to: 

● Academic achievement 
• Absence and lateness 
• Access to extra-curricular activities including sport 
• Duration and pace of recovery 
• Ability to interact and engage within lessons 
• Disciplinary procedures 

These expectations should be realistic and considered with some degree of flexibility, 
guided by what is most appropriate for the needs of an individual student at a specific 
point in the context of their mental health problem.  

Signpost support  
The policy will be a key place to signpost relevant sources of support. In the first 
instance, the support available within the school should be clearly communicated, 
including: 

● What support is available 

● Who it is available for 

● How the support is accessed 

● What will happen when the support is accessed.   

Next, sources of local support should be outlined. In addition to Children and Young 
Peoples’ Mental Health Services (CYPMHS, also sometimes known as CAMHS), there 
may be a range of charities and other local services which are either free at the point of 
access, or low cost. Remember to consult with parents and carers, who may be aware of 
additional sources of support which could be outlined in the policy, as appropriate. 
Ensure that there are processes in place to check if these services are still available, 
updating the policy when required. 

Finally, do highlight the many national charities and organisations which can provide 
support and information on a range of issues. We have included some in our model 
policy (appendix B), and you may be aware of additional examples. You may also 
include local or national support groups for parents with children or young people, an 
example of which is the PLACE Network.  

Give clear guidance about confidentiality 
The policy should include explicit guidance on confidentiality and the management of 
information sharing when a disclosure is made relating to concerns about a mental 
health problem. This should include specific guidance on managing disclosures where 
there is any indication of risk, and clarification of confidentiality when a young person 
is over the age of 16. The policy should explicitly state how confidentiality will be 
managed from the perspective of the student, staff, and parents and carers, so that all 
parties are clear about what will be communicated, under what circumstances, and to 
whom.  

https://charliewaller.org/parent-support
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Review and update your policy regularly 
Ensure that you have a schedule for reviewing and updating your policy and 
procedures regularly just as you would other mandatory policies. Ideally, your policy 
should be an evolving document which reflects the developing best practice in your 
school and responsive to local and national changes. Be conscious of ongoing feedback 
following occasions when the policy has been implemented and be flexible about 
making changes where indicated.  

As a minimum, you should revisit the policy every three years, and should always be 
updated when named people change.  

Create different versions of your policy for different audiences 
You may choose to share the information contained in your school policy in student 
and parent/carer friendly versions and translated into different languages. These may 
be much abridged and simplified, highlighting only the most salient information. 
Effective communication of policies and procedures increases staff, student and 
parent confidence and often results in good collaborative working.  

Share best practice with other schools 
Working with colleagues in similar schools can be helpful, with the opportunity to 
consider fresh perspectives, best practice and innovation. You may consider inviting 
colleagues from neighbouring schools to attend mental health or other training 
sessions you have planned.  

 
1 NHS Digital. Mental Health of Children and Young People in England, 2020: Wave 1 follow up to the 2017 
survey. 2020. Available at: https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-
health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2020-wave-1-follow-up  

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2020-wave-1-follow-up
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2020-wave-1-follow-up

