
We are starting to hear what young people have to say about school  and particularly, about what engages them 
with school. However, there is still  very little known about what one very important group of young people are 
saying. 

Young people with support needs in mental health and wellbeing are particularly vulnerable and likely to 
disengage from school. And we know that a student’s positive engagement with school is, in turn, linked to the 
positive mental health of that student. Positive engagement assists a student to develop the human connections 
and resilience that reduces the risk of developing later mental  health problems as well as facilitating successful 
progression through learning pathways.

If we are to build effective responses to the needs of these students, it is extremely important that we know what 
they say about their needs and about what works for them. It is important that we do this for the individual 
students at our schools, asking them to identify strategies and approaches. Each student will have particular and 
individual  needs and approaches. Each student needs to be at the centre of an active partnership that is 
addressing those needs and implementing appropriate initiatives.

Further, it is important that we recognise the need to actively engage these young people in making and 
implementing decisions about their lives, as a health-related approach. 

The MindMatters Plus Project looked at existing studies of what students are currently saying that helps them to 
engage successfully with school. The report of this project may be found at: http://mmplus.agca.com.au/
studeng_home.php. It contains a very useful  Annotated Bibliography of recent studies.

This project noted that there were very few studies that reported the voices, concerns or suggestions of students 
who are at greater risk of having support needs in mental health and wellbeing. These students are often less 
likely to voice their opinion and concerns to adults and, as a consequence, less is often known about what they 
are saying. There are also few studies that have particularly focused on the expressed needs of these students: 
that is, they have not been asked!

Even in general  studies that report student voices on school engagement or have a focus on ‘at risk’ students, 
mental  health does not appear as an issue for discussion or analysis. However, we can ‘read sideways’ from 
many of these studies to understand more of what young people are saying about mental health related issues.

What are students saying?
In order to increase school engagement for young people with support needs in mental health and wellbeing, 
there are strong and consistent messages for schools from young people with such support needs in six key 
areas:

• Building and maintaining strong relationships both with significant adults and with their peers; they also say that 
the type of trusting and non-judgemental  relationship is important and that issues of confidentiality are central to 
trust;
• Being informed: teachers and peers need clear and accurate information about what is happening to them – 
improved mental health literacy; this is also important for the individual students themselves;
• Continued learning that pays attention to academic as well as social needs, through a curriculum that is relevant 
to their lives and needs, and through assessment that is applied and authentic;
• Avoiding stigma: students point to the need for a positive school  ethos that endorses messages of acceptance of 
diversity and also responds strongly to overcome discrimination;
• Strong decision-making and control  both personally and in the broader school context, including negotiated 
curriculum plans and inclusion in informal and in formal decision-making;
• Working within whole lives: strong connections and links between the school and other agencies; recognition of 
other parts of students’ lives and their wider pressures and needs.

In order to address these six areas effectively, students also recognise that schools need to have structures and 
rules that are flexible and to adopt a diversity of approaches.

Relevant learning MindMatters Plus initiative:
“Changing school  structures and organisation to support mental health promotion, prevention 
and intervention can occur when leaders understand the potential benefits for staff and students.”
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When we listen in more detail to what students with support needs have to say, they are identifying practical 
implications on each of these points:

Value Relationships 
Young people, particularly those with support needs, identify positive relationships with their teachers and with 
their peers as highly important. They define such positive relationships as involving support, mutuality and 
respect. 

In particular, young people say that it is the relationship with a significant adult that is central to building and 
maintaining engagement. It’s not just any relationship, they say, but the characteristics of it: personal respect, lack 
of negative personal judgement, consistency of treatment (between people and over time), and the practice of 
shared decision-making (personal and group). Support should be adequate, appropriate, on-time and, above all, 
confidential. Confidentiality is a mark both of being treated with respect and also of young people’s control over 
their circumstances.

Young people also highlighted the importance of positive relationships with peers to their school engagement. 
Similar issues of consistency, lack of personal judgement and avoidance of conflict are highlighted. Schools must 
allow and support the development of such relationships.

What young people say about relationships with teachers
“We gave the teacher respect from the start because he respected and understood us too.”

“This school is really good. The teachers here are … also good friends with the students. They can build up 
relationships. You know they’re going to be there and they won’t go and gossip about you to other people.”

“I’ve been lucky with counsellors. Sometimes, when I’m that upset, he’ll get off his own chair and sit on the ground 
with me. He loves helping people but it becomes a strain on him in the end… Sometimes I go to other people; if 
ever you have a problem you can actually speak to him because he’s so great.”

“I was lucky enough to have a great school counsellor at my high school. She helped me organise meetings with 
my teachers to explain my situation, got me involved in a support group and helped me find information on my 
illness.”

“It is important to us that what we say is kept private, that we are listened to, heard properly and understood.”

What young people say about relationships with their peers:
“I only look forward to seeing my mates really. ‘Cos I reckon that’s 
the whole point why everyone comes to school, ‘cos that’s where 
their whole begins: ‘cos they meet all  their friends and that’s how 
everything happens.”

“Friends are important to give you a bit more confidence. You 
know there’s somebody there to care: you know you’re wanted.”

“Friends – well, if you’ve got them they make you feel 
comfortable; they give you support; feeling safe makes you feel 
mentally healthy.”

Implications for school action
Students say that schools could:

• develop structures such as pastoral care that help students 
and teachers to know each other better and to maintain positive 
relationships
• identify a range of staff members who can link to and support 
different groups of students within the school;
• enable students to choose their staff mentors and advisors;
• develop approaches in which students are supporting students;
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3Be Informed
Young people with mental health support needs say that there is a need for improved mental  health literacy within 
schools. They admit they are frequently confused about what is happening to them and need to increase their 
own understanding. However, they also recognise that their teachers and fellow students need to understand 
what is happening and why: what they’re feeling and what appropriate responses could be. 

Young people say about the need for information:
 “We needed more people knowing what it was and noticing the signs straight away and explaining to you, 
making you more aware of this kind of illness because I didn’t know anything about it. I just thought it was normal. 
If people could recognise the symptoms a bit then it could stop before it gets worse.”

“Sometimes the teachers expect me to be able to concentrate when at times it’s difficult.”

“There is a great need for more education and knowledge regarding eating disorders in school staff, so that the 
issue is not one that strikes so much fear and avoidance… I would have liked the school to teach friends/
classmates about how eating disorders affect people and maybe learn how to talk to sufferers so they can get 
help.”

Implications:
Students say that schools could:

• provide professional development for staff about mental health and mental illness;
• make sure that all staff understand how to respond appropriately to the needs of students with support needs;
• have clear procedures for referral of students for support;
• implement school rules and requirements flexibly in light of students’ needs;
• make sure that issues of mental health and mental illness are studied with in the curriculum;

Understand the Importance of Teaching and Learning to Students
Young people say that the ‘core business’ of them being at school  – their continued learning – is of great 
importance. They recognise that illness may place pressures on that learning, but argue that both curriculum and 
social factors need to be kept in mind.

Many young people are strongly critical  of curriculum content and teaching approaches, regarding the curriculum 
as boring and irrelevant, using passive and repetitive learning approaches. In identifying what engages them, they 
focus on teaching and learning methods: cooperative and independent learning, interaction with peers and 
teachers, hands-on applications, choices between and within subjects, shared input to curriculum implementation, 
and opportunities for authentic  and progressive assessment.

Young people say about teaching and learning:
“My grades are important to me. I was very disappointed with my last set of grades but I have been sick all term 
… It’s really great to be able to say that I’ve improved: where I’m going down, why I’m going down, where I can 
improve. It’s been a great boost to self-esteem.”

“It doesn’t need to be fun all the time, not fun, just worthwhile.”

“She helps you with your ideas. She helps you make your ideas matter if that makes sense …”

“If you’re enjoying something you’re doing, then maybe you’ll be more eager to do it more.”

Implications:
Students say that schools could:

• negotiate individual and group learning plans with students, particularly around periods of absences due to illness;
• make sure that there are active and applied learning approaches;
• make sure that students can work and learn with their friends;
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Avoid Stigma
The overall ethos, environment or ‘atmosphere’ of the school is important to the engagement of young people with 
mental  health support needs. This is particularly necessary to avoid any sense of stigma associated with mental 
health needs. 

Young people identify two aspects to a school’s ethos: its portrayal and celebration of diversity, and the way it 
responds to negative behaviour such as discrimination and bullying. 

Young people say about the school ethos:
“I think it’s good with this school that most teachers here do recognise everyone’s originality and personality and 
stuff like that. So we’re not all put in together. And that’s the good part of being at a small school. There’s time to 
get to know one another…”

“Schools need to be vigilant in addressing all forms of bullying to prevent feelings of inadequacy that are 
manifested in problems such as eating disorders.”

Implications:
Students say that schools could:

• have formal and positive statements that describe its values and mode of operation;
• check on how such statements are being implemented;
• develop specific approaches to address issues of ‘respect’ and ‘fairness’;
• make sure that individual behaviours (such as how teachers speak with students) provide appropriate and inclu-
sive models;
• encourage initiatives led by students to build a positive and inclusive ethos in the school;
• create displays (posters, photos etc) that illustrate diversity in positive ways;
• include a range of student images in school publicity;
• respond immediately and, where appropriately, publicly to negative and discriminatory behaviour;

Involve Students in Decision-making and Shared Leadership
Young people say they must be consulted, negotiated with and share in decision-making. This has both a 
personal  dimension, with young people wanting to share in decisions about their own learning and particularly 
about the nature and timing of the support that is provided for them. 

They also say that they want to share decision-making with others within classrooms, and over whole school 
issues. 

Young people say about decision-making:
“I wanted everyone to stop organising my life for me.”

“It’s nice to have a teacher who trusts you to do something on your own.”

“The school is helpful by making sure I’m OK with everything at school.”

“Be sensitive to my needs as an individual. Treat me fairly – my needs may be different to others’.”

“Students should have more say on rules and feel  free to talk to teachers about why rules are made.”

Implications:
Students say that schools could:

• negotiate individual curriculum plans, including preferred ways of learning, pace of learning and forms of as-
sessment;
• make sure that students share in decisions about the nature and timing of support that is provided;
• include students in informal and in formal decision-making;
• make sure the Student Council is effective and inclusive and deals with real issues;
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Understand the Whole Person
Young people recognise (and ask that schools recognise) that they are living complex lives, with many demands. 
In particular, those with support needs in mental health tell us that they are balancing difficult areas of their world, 
of which engagement with school is just one (though an important) part. Areas of education, health, justice, 
welfare and family life all  intersect. 

Young people are undertaking ‘complex cultural  negotiations’ and these are particularly difficult within Indigenous 
and culturally and linguistically diverse communities.

Young people say about their lives:
“Last week I got chucked out of my house, but the SWC was able to find me somewhere to go for the time being. I 
got a bit behind with my work, but the teachers have been pretty good about it, until I get things sorted out.”

“It’s good when they know what you’re having to deal with at home – what happens before you get to school each 
day.”

Implications:
Students say that schools could:

• make sure that someone within the school knows of the different pressures within their whole lives;
• coordinate the school’s responses with the other appropriate community services and agencies involved;
• recognise that there are demands and requirements from services and agencies that affect attendance or com-
pletion of school work;

Consider the Quality of the School Facilities and Resources
While young people’s responses recognise the limitations on what schools can do, they also point out that issues 
such as facilities and resourcing and the ways that schools organise themselves either limit or facilitate the above 
points.

They talk about teaching and learning materials, but also attractive and appropriate facilities, toilets, internet 
access, adequate teacher numbers and so on, as all being required if engagement is to be supported. Such 
facilities and resources are not only engaging because they are required for effective learning, but also because 
they symbolise a system that cares and values education for young people: good facilities tell young people that 
education is important and serious.

Reflect on School structures
Young people recognise that the ways in which schools are organised have a strong impact on other measures 
that support their engagement. This includes both the size of school and of classes, with students emphasising 
the value of smallness in both cases: this permits and facilitates effective pastoral  care, formal  opportunities for 
decision-making, and flexibility in the application of rules, requirements and curriculum. Such structures are 
closely linked with the ability to establish positive and supportive relationships (with both teachers and other 
students), to obtain support (both personal and with learning), and to exercise some form of shared decision-
making.

Young people say about school facilities and structures:
“Facilities are one of the most important things. If facilities are working and clean it makes you feel comfortable 
and it is easier to learn.”

“The flexibility of this school  makes a real difference for me. I have a young child, so the teachers don’t mind if I 
miss assembly or have to take time off if she is sick. It’s hard to find a school  that doesn’t have a uniform and 
recognises that I have been out of school for a few years, but it was really necessary for me to come back to 
school  to complete Year 12 so that I can get a traineeship afterwards.”
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