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THE GOOD AND BAD OF NEW SCHOOL GUIDANCE ON MENTAL WELLBEING

By Pam Carpenter, relationship manager, Thrive
Tuesday, September 29, 2020

The Department for Education’s new guidance for teaching mental wellbeing as part of the statutory relationships, sex
and health education is a welcome sign that mental health is �nally being given the same prominence as physical health
in schools.

New guidance for teachers puts mental health and wellbeing at the centre of school life.
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Guidance for teachers released in the summer to support the new curriculum sets out clear outcomes that schools need to
deliver, while allowing them the freedom to decide for themselves exactly how they will do this. While settings are being
encouraged to implement the changes by September, they are being given leeway by the government to delay this until April
2021 as a result of the challenges caused by Covid-19.

While there’s much to like in the guidance, it’s something that could have gone much further in supporting sta� in understanding
how they can put mental health and wellbeing at the centre of school life. Young people are having to navigate a complex world
because of things like social media, so it is vital that schools give them the skills to manage the choices they face every day as
they move towards adulthood. As such, how we teach children about what mental health is and how they can develop and
maintain it is of paramount importance.

What’s the guidance got right?

It’s refreshing to read a document that makes a strong connection between mental and physical health, and that encourages
schools to emphasise this to their pupils. I visit a growing number of schools that have found that by seeing behaviour as a
communication of unmet need rather than as a problem to be dealt with, they can help pupils to feel truly heard, and therefore
able to learn.

Encouragingly, the guidance sees the teaching of mental wellbeing as a holistic approach embroidered throughout the ethos of a
school from policy into practice, rather than being taught in isolation in a given timetable slot or only available to a few pupils.
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It also makes connections between mental health and pupils’ lives outside school through activities such as the Duke of
Edinburgh Award Scheme.

The guidance has been updated to re�ect the situation with Covid-19 and recognises the importance of social and emotional
support in preparing children for life’s challenges – helping pupils to overcome such di�culties needs to be part of the school
curriculum. Everyone in 2020 has been a�ected by the pandemic. Although there will be some children who have enjoyed seeing
more of their families, there are others who may have lost family members, experienced a loss of freedom and opportunity in
addition to dealing with change and uncertainty – that’s going to be there in families, in communities and in sta�, not just in
pupils.

Now is the right time for schools to ask themselves how well they teach children about mental health. Some may not realise that
unmet need or a response to fear or loss can be expressed in a variety of ways, not simply outwardly aggressive or disruptive
behaviours. Anxiety or a lack of self-esteem when not supported can also lead to poor mental health into adolescence and
beyond.

How could it be improved?

The guidance says children should be able to recognise and name di�erent emotions, the triggers that may underlie them and
how they may be in�uenced by life events. But the guidance is not explicit enough for those children who may have had
interruptions in their early development and simply cannot communicate how they feel. This can be particularly true for those
who may have been a�ected by trauma where they cannot make sense of their emotions and need to be supported by an
emotionally-available adult. The DfE could have recognised this need to support schools in understanding this starting point to
help all children.

There is an opportunity to a�ect real change now. Supporting mental wellbeing needs to be a whole-school approach and it
should be embedded throughout the whole curriculum provision as part of the ethos. This guidance is the right starting point,
with schools having the freedom to create a bespoke curriculum to teach children about mental health which will not only help
them to develop resilience now, but will stay with them throughout their lives.

Teaching about mental wellbeing, DfE, June 2020 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/teaching-about-mental-wellbeing
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