
Introduction
Now, more than ever, schools are being looked to by parents, governments, health professionals and the wider 
community as potential  sites to promote mental  health. Schools that effectively cater for the mental health of their 
students provide a foundation for their programs through whole school approaches.

A whole school approach (WSA) involves using multiple perspectives and methods that have a unifying purpose 
and set of values. All  interested parties; parents, students, staff, and community, pull  together to create an 
environment that promotes resilience and emotional  well-being. 

Resilience
Resilience is a developmental  attribute that involves being able to persist through to success in spite of adversity. 
One of the overwhelming findings of research on the well  - being of young people has been the issue of co-
morbidity or contagion. Both negative and positive experiences are "contagious" in that they establish chains of 
sequences or experiences. Put bleakly, children with one negative risk factor are more likely to have more risk 
factors. Conversely, and much more positively, if young people experience or gain one protective factor they are 
more likely to be able to accumulate more protective factors.

“It is the pattern of full recovery from setbacks, or resistance to the negative effects of risks that distinguish a 
resilient from a vulnerable child.  A resilient child is a competent child with effective coping skills.” 

(Rayner & Montague, 1999)  

Consequently, programs that promote resilience have an emphasis on strengths rather than deficits. The 
development of resilience is aided through adult support, especially at critical  times of transition in a child’s life. It 
involves positive coping, persistence, adaptation, and long-term success despite adverse circumstances. 
Resilient young people are more likely to experience success in school and life, form stable relationships, have 
better mental  health and live longer.

Whole School Approach
The following paper discusses key characteristics of schools that promote resilience within a whole of school 
approach as adopted within MindMatters, which offers a practical framework through: 

• school organisation, ethos and environment 
• curriculum, teaching and learning 
• partnerships and services. 

School organisation, ethos and environment
Creating a sense of belonging is a key protective factor for young people. It occurs in schools with a community 
culture where shared values and a common purpose prevail. This culture supports the development of beliefs, 
feelings and attitudes that give a deeper sense of meaning to the efforts of students. Recognition is genuine and 
celebrated.

Students are more likely to experience a sense of belonging when schools actively promote supportive 
relationships through classroom programs, collaborative teaching methods, extra-curricula activities, service 
projects and role modelling by adults. Students gain particular benefit from close relationships with adults where 
they can confide and seek counsel. Students who have supportive emotional role models are healthier, achieve 
more highly, are more likely to maintain friendships, have fewer behavioural problems and be less violent.

Supportive emotional role models Poor emotional role models

• Develop an awareness of a student’s emotions.

• Recognise emotionally charged moments as an 
opportunity for intimacy and teaching.

• Listen empathically and validate feelings.

• Help students find words to label feelings.

• Set limits while generating options.

• Are dismissive; they disregard, ignore or trivialise a 
student’s negative emotions.

• Are disapproving; they are critical  of a student’s 
negative emotions. 

• Are directionless; they accept a student’s emotions 
but fail  to offer guidance or set limits. 
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Curriculum, teaching and learning
A key concept in the literature is that of a “developmental transition” which is a period in life when there is change 
both within the individual  and within the social environment. 

Adolescence is a time of major transition and with critical  developmental tasks that include:

• Forming relationships with peers
• Developing emotional independence
• Preparing for a career 
• Developing a sense of morality (or ethical system)
• Forming a sex-role identity 
(Rayner & Montague, 1999)

Transition
Transition can be a time of adventure, learning and growth.  It can also be a time of fear, loss of confidence and 
insecurity.  The capacity to cope with transition periods in life will greatly enhance mental health outcomes. 

Schools that have an awareness of the developmental challenges facing students will  be more likely to provide 
support for their students. Having programs in place that help build communication and awareness will  increase 
sensitivity to these changes.

Biologically, adolescents do not have the same abilities as adults to control their actions and to make sound 
decisions. Remaining focused and modulating moods is a challenge. Providing programs that promote emotional 
literacy help students to understand their feelings and behaviours. Emotional  literacy also provides students with 
the capacity to engage in social and emotional problem solving, to reflect on their thoughts, feeling s and 
behaviours, and to develop more effective coping styles. 

The post-compulsory years of schooling encompass a key developmental point for improving coping skills. An 
important shift in coping occurs during adolescence, which makes it a great time for students to discuss their 
strategies.

‘A thirteen nation comparative study of the coping 
strategies of 13 –15 year olds made an attempt to 
measure the effectiveness of adolescent coping 
strategies in Australia compared with adolescents 
in other nations (Gibson-Cline, 1996).  The study 
found that Australian students were less likely 
than their counterparts to engage in help-seeking 
behaviour. Providing opportunities for students to 
form trusting relationships with adults and to 
practice communicating thoughts and feelings will 
help ease the stressors for many students.

Partnerships and Services
A school that embraces parents and community is 
more likely to view the student in the context of 
their whole life. They realise the student functions 
within many groups; including school, family and 
the community. In this sense the school  engages 
with these groups in the interests of their students. 
They not only have expectations of contributions 
to the school community, but realise that all 
genuine relationships are reciprocal. 
Consequently, schools engage in a spirit of 
cooperation, mutual respect and generosity. They 
think not only of what the family and community 
might contribute to them, but also, of how the 
school  might reciprocate.
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Case study
When the new Student Welfare Coordinator (SWC) started asking questions about the pastoral  care program, 
she became concerned. The school had been using a variety of materials, but teachers had become confused. 
Many of them had stopped using resources all  together. They preferred to mark the role and have a chat. 
Consequently, the SWC gained the support of her school principal to apply to participate in the Mind Matters Plus 
initiative. The school  was subsequently accepted, and the following account is a potted version of the approach 
they took to updating their pastoral care program. 

A student welfare team was formed. They met a number of times before deciding to focus on building resilience 
and emotional well-being. The team consulted with students and teachers to gain a clear picture of current 
practice. They mapped this against what was possible and decided to embark on a change process beginning 
with year seven. 

A specialist from the Mind Matters Plus Project was engaged to provide some professional development. The 
specialist suggested some resources including HeartMasters. Once the resources were chosen, the training day 
was planned. The aim was give teachers some contextual  knowledge about resilience and emotional intelligence, 
but most importantly, to give them lots of practical ideas to explore with their students. 

After the teachers had attended a workshop that was specifically designed for the teachers by the specialist, they 
began trying out some new ideas with their pastoral care groups.  The year 7 Coordinator reported back to the 
organising committee about how students and teachers were feeling about the new materials. Feedback was 
overwhelmingly positive. According to the SWC, “Staff are more convinced that student wellbeing underpins 
student learning.  Their students are enjoying the new pastoral care activities and communicating with more 
awareness.  They are all relating better and becoming more engaged in school.”

While the approach of the above mentioned school  is simple, they undertook an effective process that led to a 
successful  outcome. 

The following table includes a number of key factors that are important to implementing change aimed at building 
resilience and emotional well-being among teachers and students. The reader might like to identify how many of 
these factors are prevalent in the above case study.
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Relevant learning MindMatters Plus initiative:
“Programs are most effective when implemented within a whole school  approach.”

http://mmplus.agca.com.au/key_learnings.php

1. An integrated approach to meeting the social and emotional needs of students
2. Active leadership including formal leadership by the principal and school executive and informal 

leadership by advocates within the school community
3. A diverse welfare team including a range of staff and in some cases, the principal and/or community 

members
4. Data collecting to inform the development of programs
5. A formal, practical referral process for within and outside school referrals, developed collaboratively
6. A system for supporting all students, embedded in curriculum and classroom methodology within which 

strategies for supporting SWHSN can be integrated
7. Clear processes to ensure early identification of student mental health needs
8. Preliminary planning in place before change process begins with built in opportunities for reflection and 

refinement over time
9. 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.
10.Clear evaluation, monitoring and review practices to inform the on-going development of programs.


