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Responding to Student Distress 
Barbara Lawton
barbara.lawton@cwmt.org

CWMT Vision

Our vision is of a world where people 
understand and talk openly about depression, 

where young people know how to maintain 
their wellbeing, and where the most        
appropriate treatment is available to 

everyone who needs it.

cwmt.org.uk
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Outline for this session
•

• Definition of mental health.
• Increased reporting of mental health

difficulties amongst young people.  
• Adolescent development.
• Common mental health conditions.
• How to help students in distress.  
• Useful resources.

cwmt.org.uk

Health
• Health has two aspects: our physical 

health and our mental health, and these 
are interlinked.

• Like physical health, our        does our 
mental health fluctuates.

cwmt.org.uk
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What is mental health?

What do we mean by mental ‘health’?

cwmt.org.uk

What is Mental Health?

Mental health is ‘a state of wellbeing in which 
every individual realizes his or her own potential, 
can cope with the normal stresses of life, can 
work productively and fruitfully, and is able to 
make a contribution to her or his community.’ 

World Health Organization, August 2014 
http://www.who.int/features/factfiles/mental_h
ealth/en/

cwmt.org.uk

http://www.who.int/features/factfiles/mental_health/en/
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What is Mental Health?
Mental Health is ‘the ability to learn, the ability 
to feel, express and manage a range of positive 
and negative emotions, the ability to form and 
maintain good relationships with others, the 
ability to cope with and manage change and 
uncertainty’. 

Mental Health Foundation, 2016. 
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/your-mental-
health/about-mental-health/what-good-
mental-health 

cwmt.org.uk

Spectrum of mental health
Mental health is not fixed or static, nor is there a 
universally agreed cut-off point between ‘normal’ 
behaviour and that described as mental illness.  

Mental health can be seen in terms of the following 
spectrum:

Mental <<<<>>>> Mental Health <<<<>>>> Mental
Well-being Difficulties Illness

A person’s ability to cope determines how they move 
up and down this spectrum. This could depend upon 
the problem, its severity and the resources the 
individual has available to them.  

cwmt.org.uk

https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/your-mental-health/about-mental-health/what-good-mental-health
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Surveying the landscape

Increasing numbers of young people are 
presenting with mental health issues. 

Why you think this is happening?

cwmt.org.uk

Factors affecting students’ 
mental health

• Family/domestic circumstances, financial, 
social, physical health.

• Unrealistic expectations of self and others, 
perfectionism.

• Study related stress: procrastination, meeting 
deadlines, performance and exam anxiety, 
managing workloads.

cwmt.org.uk
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Factors affecting students’ 
mental health

• Personal issues: friendships, relationships, 
drugs and alcohol.

• Diverse student population: new cultures, 
different points of view, different belief 
systems.

• Social media. 

cwmt.org.uk

“Adolescent Development”
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Key aspects of adolescent 
development

Separation Issues:
• Yearning to be looked after & loved v the 

need to break away & be independent.
• Wanting to forge own individual identity v 

wanting to belong/be acceptable to peers.

cwmt.org.uk

Key aspects of adolescent 
development

Exam Issues:
• Can prompt conflict/uncertainty about how 

teenagers relate to their parents, e.g. 
potential to overtake their parents 
academically & is this ‘allowed’? 

• Fear of not fulfilling parental expectations, or 
an opportunity for ‘revenge’. 

cwmt.org.uk
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Key aspects of adolescent 
development

Sexual Issues:
• Working out own sexual or gender identity.
• Competitiveness – who can attract the most 

attention/partners?
• Assurance that one is attractive/wanted.

Risk Taking:
• Trying new experiences, sense of invincibility.
• Mood swings, melodramatic presentation.
• Self destructive tendencies.

cwmt.org.uk

Anxiety & Depression

cwmt.org.uk
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Thinking about anxiety

• Thinking about the idea of the spectrum 
(low to high), let’s consider Anxiety.

• When would it be ‘normal’ 
for a young person
to feel anxious?

cwmt.org.uk

Normal anxiety

• Starting a new school or college.
• Going to a hospital appointment.
• Performing on stage.
• Taking an exam.
• Going on a first date.
• Taking the driving test.

cwmt.org.uk
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What is anxiety?

cwmt.org.uk

• “Anxiety is natural and useful, e.g. flight or 
fight or freeze. It is normal. Anxiety is a 
reaction to something that is unpleasant so 
that we take notice and keep safe. Anxiety 
is a response in both the mind and the 
body.” MHFA, 2012

• Autonomic Nervous System (ANS)

Anxiety disorders
• An anxiety disorder is “more severe than 

normal anxiety & lasts longer than normal 
anxiety. It interferes with work, relationships 
and social life. It is often unrecognized and 
untreated” MHFA, 2012

• A high level of anxiety over a long period of 
time may often lead to someone 
developing depression” MHFA, 2012

cwmt.org.uk
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Anxiety disorders

• Generalised Anxiety Disorder (often called 
GAD).

• Phobias  e.g. social phobia, agoraphobia.  
• Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
• Panic Disorder/Attacks
• Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD)

cwmt.org.uk

Addressing Anxiety
• The way students perceive themselves 

determines  how they think  and behave in 
various situations. 

• For example, students with low self esteem 
often expect to fail, or be unable to cope. 

• Improving communication skills, learning 
assertiveness techniques can help them 
feel/appear more confident.

• Mindfulness techniques and building 
resilience can help manage anxiety.  

cwmt.org.uk
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Depression

cwmt.org.uk

NICE definition of depression
People with depression typically have lots of 
negative thoughts and feelings of guilt and 
worthlessness; they often criticise themselves 
and lack confidence. Sometimes people 
with depression harm themselves, have 
thoughts about suicide, or may even 
attempt suicide.

https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg90/ifp
/chapter/Depression

cwmt.org.uk

Leyton%20College%20Jan%202018.pptx
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CWMT’s Warning Signs of 
Depression

• The CWMT has created twelve Warning Signs of 
Depression, which are useful to remember and to 
look out for in young people. 

• These warning signs are recognized by doctors and 
psychologists as being the common signs and 
symptoms of depression. However they appear in a 
more specific context for young people. 

• If you think a young person is experiencing four or 
more symptoms, over a number of weeks, seek 
professional advice.

cwmt.org.uk

cwmt.org.uk
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These signs often present 
themselves as:

cwmt

Irregular sleep Less or more sleep, an upside down time clock, 
not feeling refreshed after sleep

Decreased energy 
and persistent sad, 
anxious or empty 
mood

Particularly noticeable in regard to activities 
and situations that they would normally enjoy

Appetite and 
weight loss

Under or over eating and comfort eating

Changes in mood Feeling easily ‘picked upon’ or no normal 
resilience. Sudden changes in academic 
performance or wanting to give up courses

Thoughts of death 
or suicide

Or a sudden pre-occupation with death

Restlessness Withdrawing and isolating from 
normal social situations and 
networks including family, friends 
and peers

Difficulty making decisions An usual degree of fretting  
about apparently everyday 
events

Feelings of worthlessness, guilt 
and helplessness

A lack of confidence previously 
not there and a sense of feeling 
stuck and unable to move 
forward

Risky behaviour Unusual risky or impulsive 
behaviour including alcohol
and drug abuse

cwmt

These signs often present 
themselves as:
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Other symptoms 
• Poor personal hygiene – self neglect
• Losing touch with reality
• Delusions
• Dissociative behaviour – losing memory/time
• Hearing voices

May indicate severe conditions such as 
psychosis, bipolar disorder or schizophrenia 
that require professional assessment.

cwmt.org.uk

When does a normal reaction 
become depression?

• A life event (e.g. a bereavement, parental 
divorce, change of normal routine or a severely 
disappointing experience) can trigger  a distress 
reaction which may include depressive 
symptoms, but is a normal response to the 
situation. 

• It only becomes depression if its frequency, 
duration and intensity goes outside normal 
parameters and perhaps develops a self 
destructive quality. 

cwmt.org.uk
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A word about...

cwmt.org.uk

What is self harm?
• Hurting oneself by cutting, burning, 

punching, pinching or biting the skin. 
• Head banging, hair pulling.
• Taking risks - with alcohol, drugs (legal & 

illegal), sex, poisonous liquids, or road traffic.
• Depriving oneself of sleep or food, or 

bingeing on food & vomiting afterwards.
• At least 1 in 12 young people self harm.

cwmt.org.uk
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The cycle of self harm

• A trigger event – new, or the re-opening of 
an longstanding vulnerability/trauma.

• Causes emotional pain/distress.
• Person feels overwhelmed/confused.
• Leading to anxiety/panic
• And a strong desire to be soothed. 
• Experiences the act of self harm as soothing 

– brings temporary relief.

cwmt.org.uk

The cycle of self harm

• May have discovered this by accident, 
been told by peers, learnt it from books or  
social media.

• Initial shame or guilt about self harming
• But if no new coping skills are learnt
• Person reverts back to the self harming 

behaviour when feelings are re-triggered.
• Becomes normalised: ‘It’s just what I do to 

feel calm.’

cwmt.org.uk
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Why do young people self 
harm?

• As a way of coping.

• To gain  a sense of control.

• To communicate something.

• To punish themselves

• Or someone else.

cwmt.org.uk

Self harm and suicide 
• Most young people who self harm do not 

intend to commit suicide.
• Many claim self harming calms the difficult 

feelings that might otherwise drive them to 
suicide.

• Like any addiction, in time more frequent or 
extreme action is required to achieve the 
desired effect.

• So there is a danger of accidental suicide & 
eventually deliberate suicide attempts if the 
underlying issues are unresolved & no other 
coping strategies learnt.

cwmt.org.uk
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How/when to help? 

cwmt.org.uk

Consider the context
• Mental health is not fixed. It  can vary over time. 

Distress is a ‘normal’ reaction to some events.
• Sadness, low mood, crying, stress, anxiety, 

anger, use of drugs/alcohol, withdrawing 
socially or self harm do not of themselves 
indicate that a student has a mental health 
problem.  

• Symptoms can affect anyone at some time in 
their lives, but if a student is experiencing 
several of the above over a period of time, or 
there is a rapid increase in their severity, it may 
be timely to take some kind of action.

cwmt.org.uk
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Identifying student distress
• It’s not always obvious that a student is 

struggling and seeking help.
• They may present in a variety of ways that 

might not seem significant or worrying to us.
• Some students present as angry, frustrated, or 

complaining, rather than quiet and withdrawn.
• If you are not sure what is going on but have 

concerns, the best approach is to ask. If you 
feel uncomfortable about doing this, talk it over 
with a colleague first.

cwmt.org.uk

How to help: talk
• If possible, talk to the student in private 

when both of you have time and are not 
rushed or preoccupied. 

• Give the student your undivided attention. If 
they are visibly distressed, a few minutes of 
effective listening on your part may be 
enough to help them feel cared for & more 
confident about what they should do next.

• If you have initiated the contact, express 
your concern in a non-judgemental way.

cwmt.org.uk
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How to help: listen

• Let the student talk. Sharing your own 
experiences of a similar problem is rarely 
helpful & takes the focus off them.

• If the student is having difficulty talking, ask 
some gentle open questions to prompt 
them, but too many may be experienced as 
interrogating.

• Don’t be afraid to leave silences.

cwmt.org.uk

How to help: give hope
• Assure the student that things can get 

better. It is important to help them realise 
there are options, and that things will not 
always seem this hopeless. 

• Recognise you may not be able to sort 
everything out for the student, nor should 
that be your responsibility. Your role is to try 
to provide enough help to enable the 
student to consult an appropriate person in 
school, college or externally.

cwmt.org.uk
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How to help: maintain clear & 
consistent boundaries

• Preserve the professional nature of the staff/student 
relationship. Don’t get overly involved.

• If a student asks to talk to you, state clearly how 
much time you have.

• Don’t promise things you can’t deliver, such as 
complete confidentiality, or ‘I’ll always be here for 
you’.

• Don’t go to the opposite extreme and ‘brush off’, 
reject or minimise their problem because you feel 
overwhelmed.

cwmt.org.uk

How to help: keep calm
• Dealing with someone who is upset, or displaying 

erratic behaviour can cause us to feel panicky and 
that we need to do something. Try to stay calm.

• Remember, there is always someone else who can 
help to support the student and yourself.

• Knowing what help is available  in your workplace 
will help you to keep calm and maintain your 
professionalism. 

cwmt.org.uk
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Who can help?

• School or college counsellor, probably not in 
an emergency though.

• Child Protection or Safeguarding Officer.
• Learning Mentor.
• SENDCO.
• Head of Year.
• College security service. 

cwmt.org.uk

How to help: refer on
• Make it clear that help is available, and that 

seeking it is a sign of strength and courage, 
rather than a sign of weakness or failure. 

• If you can, prepare the student for what to 
expect. Tell the student if you need to share  
information with another member of staff.

• Be positive about who/what you are 
referring them on to.

cwmt.org.uk
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How to help: refer on
• Gently challenge negative assumptions 

about seeking help, such as ‘How can 
talking about my problem change things?’

• You may have to encourage the student 
more than once. Keep following up and 
leave channels of communication open.

• You may want to refer the student to some 
online resources.

cwmt.org.uk

Resources for students

• https://www.childline.org.uk/info-
advice/your-feelings/mental-health/

• https://kooth.com/

• http://mindfulnessforstudents.co.uk

cwmt.org.uk

https://kooth.com/
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Resources for students

• https://youngminds.org.uk/resources/sch
ool-resources/

• https://www.studentminds.org.uk/

• https://www.studentsagainstdepression.o
rg/

cwmt.org.uk

Resources for you

cwmt.org.uk

• www.mind.org.uk/information - national 
voluntary organisation with a range of 
information and advice.

• www.rcpsych.ac.uk/expertadvice.aspx - for 
information about any mental health issue.

• https://www.samaritans.org/education/scho
ols-professionals

https://youngminds.org.uk/resources/school-resources/
http://www.mind.org.uk/information
http://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/expertadvice.aspx
https://www.samaritans.org/education/schools-professionals
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Useful resources
• NHS booklets on various mental health 

related topics
https://web.ntw.nhs.uk/selfhelp/

• Essential Listening Skills for Busy School Staff
by Nick Luxmore. Pub. Jessica Kingsley 2015

• CWMT resources
https://www.cwmt.org.uk/resources

cwmt.org.uk

Resources for you

• https://minded.org.uk – resources for young 
people, their families and professionals.

• www.papyrus-uk.org - for information about 
suicide and suicidal thoughts in young 
people.

• https://www.educationsupportpartnership.o
rg.uk/helping-you - support for those working 
in education.

cwmt.org.uk

https://web.ntw.nhs.uk/selfhelp/
https://www.cwmt.org.uk/resources
https://minded.org.uk/
http://www.papyrus-uk.org/
https://www.educationsupportpartnership.org.uk/helping-you
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Fundraise for CWMT
It’s vital to get messages about mental health and wellbeing into 

schools and colleges.

Fundraising for CWMT not only brings in money to help us continue our 
work – it also raises awareness of depression and what young people 

can do to take care of their mental wellbeing. 

Our fundraising pack is full of useful information, ideas and tips. 
For your copy please visit:

www.cwmt.org.uk/fundraise

call: 01635 869754 or email: admin@cwmt.org

cwmt.org.uk

CWMT

Thank you for your participation 
today

barbara.lawton@cwmt.org
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