
WELCOME TO 
THE UTHINK  
RESOURCE 
FOR SCHOOLS

This pack has been 
designed as a simple 
guide for both young 
people and teaching 
staff in finding out 
about important issues 
relating to young 
people,s well-being and 
mental health. 



 
 

You can use this pack in a 
number of different ways:
• As a guide for all school staff in finding out  

more about young people’s mental health,  
about the services that are available and in 
explaining about the national policy context 
which emphasises the importance of support 
in school.

• As a resource for pastoral staff who may be 
supporting individual young people with a 
variety of difficulties. These staff may wish to 
give young people some information about 
things that may help them to understand more 
about their worries or about where to go for 
more specialist support.

• As a support for the PSHE curriculum or other 
in-school activities focused on promoting pupils’ 
emotional well-being.

Some of the resource may help you if you need to 
gather some information to demonstrate to service 
commissioners and senior managers how your 
schools is supporting the emotional and mental 
health needs of your pupils and perhaps delivering 
national initiatives such as SEAL (Social and 
Emotional Aspects of Learning).

The pack is in two sections:
Section one is for staff in schools and 
provides information about how they can promote 
and support young people in feeling mentally well, 
and the resources and more detailed information 
they can call upon. This section also includes 
a listing of further reading and useful websites 
providing more in-depth information about  
mental health.

Section one also contains information about the 
UThink recovery learning programmes for young 
people and about a new section of the Rethink 
website for young people – www.rethink.org/
youngpeople – which has been developed in 
consultation with young people who took part in a 
UThink programme in 2008/9.

There is a sample programme which could form 
the basis of a lesson plan (in conjunction with the 
information sheets for young people). This may 
also give you some ideas of activities you could 
offer in your PSHE curriculum. 

Section two has been written for young 
people and contains a series of short fact sheets 
that school staff can give to pupils or use in PSHE 
or similar lessons. These provide introductory 
information about what we mean by ‘mental health’ 
and about mental health problems and disorders. 
Other sheets cover alcohol and drugs and their 
impact on mental health; how to deal with stress 
and anxiety, including coping with exams and job 
or college interviews; where young people can 
go for help and advice if they have mental health 
worries or concerns. 
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SECTION 1
Promoting and 
supporting 
young people

,
s 

mental health and 
emotional well-being 
– why schools?

This first section contains seven 
information sheets that explain:

• What is meant by mental health including 
the things that can put young people at 
greater risk of developing mental health 
problems, and also, the things that can 
promote resilience in young people.

• Why schools can play an important role in 
supporting the mental health and emotional 
well-being of pupils and the policy context 
that supports this.

• Where schools sit within the overall range 
of comprehensive child and adolescent 
mental health services (CAMHS) and how 
school staff can refer to specialist mental 
health services if they feel that a child or 
young person needs this sort of help.

• What staff in schools can do to support 
their pupils, including resources specifically 
written for school staff. 



 
 

1. Understanding mental 
health in young people

“Mental health and 
psychological well-being 
is affected positively and 
negatively by a child,s own 
make-up: the influence of 
parents, carers, families 
and wider communities; 
and by their everyday 
experiences in places such 
as nurseries, schools and 
youth services.”1  

There are a variety of different definitions 
for what we mean by mental health and as 
the quote illustrates, a range of different 
influences can affect a child or young 
person’s mental health. 

Many recent reports highlight that what 
we are talking about is much more than an 
absence of illness.

Mental health is about being able to live 
life to the full; to develop psychologically, 
emotionally, intellectually and spiritually; to 
be able to develop and maintain relationships 
and to be able to deal with the stresses and 
difficulties of everyday living. Within this 
perspective, emphasis is given to point that 
everyone has mental health.

In the final report of the national CAMHS 
review, it is noted that young people talk  
of mental health and psychological well- 
being in terms of ‘feeling in control’ or  
‘feeling balanced’. 

1 Department for Children, Schools and Families and 
Department of Health (2008) Children and young people in 
mind: the final report of the CAMHS national review.

2 Ibid.
3 Royal College of Nursing (2009) Mental health in children 

and young people. An RCN toolkit for nurses who are not 
mental health specialists.  www.rcn.org.uk/_data/assets/
pdf_file/0015/235302/003311.pdf.



 
 

It goes on to note:

“These descriptions are useful, because 
they highlight the fact that mental health 
and psychological well-being are not about 
feeling happy all the time. They are about 
having the resilience, self-awareness, 
social skills and empathy required to form 
relationships, enjoy one’s own company 
and deal constructively with the setbacks 
that everyone faces from time to time. All 
of us have mental health needs, and from 
time to time these may become problems 
that require support from others.”2 

Mental health problems  
or disorders

Having said that we all have mental 
health, there are a variety of mental health 
problems or disorders that young people 
can experience, spanning from mild worries 
through to serious illnesses. These may lead 
to them needing some help from the adults 
they are in contact with (for example, their 
teachers and other school staff) or possibly, 
a referral for help from specialist Child and 
Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS). 

The important role of schools and other 
universal services in supporting young people 
experiencing these difficulties is highlighted 
by the following point made in a recently 
published Royal College of Nursing guide:

“Most children with mental health 
problems are managed outside specialised 
mental health services. Consequently, 
all staff should have an understanding of 
how to assess and address the emotional 
well-being of children and young people. 
They should be able to recognise if a 
child or young person is suffering from a 
mental health problem and liaise with the 
appropriate services.” 3 

Classifying mental health 
disorders

There are several classification systems for 
these disorders. The following summary 
is taken from one of the most influential 
and widely quoted reports about CAMHS, 
Together We Stand, published by the NHS 
Health Advisory Service in 1995 which 
illustrates the wide range of disorders, and the 
different ways they may present:

• Emotional disorders – e.g. phobias, 
anxiety and depression

• Conduct disorders – e.g. anti-social 
behaviour

• Hyperkinetic disorders – 
disturbances of activity or attention

• Developmental disorders –  
e.g. difficulties in speech

• Eating disorders – which includes 
anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa

• Habit disorders – e.g. problems  
with sleeping

• Post traumatic disorders – which 
can be the result of extreme stress

• Somatic disorders – e.g. chronic 
fatigue

• Psychotic disorders – disorders 
where there are extreme disturbances 
of feeling and losses with reality; 
includes schizophrenia, manic 
depressive illness and drug-induced 
psychoses.
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2. How young people may be 
affected by emotional and 
mental health problems
According to the Royal 
College of Nursing 2009 
toolkit, when talking 
about emotional and 
mental health, it is 
now quite common to 
differentiate between 
problems which are 
seen as less severe, 
and disorders. 

Some of the problems, which may be of 
greatest relevance to school staff, not least 
since they are likely to impact upon a child or 
young person’s performance in school and 
their ability to make friends and get on with 
their peers, are noted to include: 

• sleeping difficulties 

• unhappiness

• tantrums

• physical or psychosomatic symptoms –  
e.g. stomach ache without a physical 
cause.

With regard to disorders, these can 
include: 

• depression

• chronic fatigue syndrome

• disorders of thought (e.g. delusions which 
may be present if a young has psychosis)

• eating disorders including anorexia nervosa 
and bulimia. 



 
 

More detailed information about these 
different disorders – the key signs and 
symptoms - can be found in sheet 7 of this 
pack (Resources Information) which provides 
links to a wide range of websites and also a 
short recommended reading list.

A variable picture

In thinking about these mental health 
problems and disorders, it is important to 
recognise that:

• they affect young people in different ways

• they can last for different lengths of time

• a range of physical and other symptoms 
may be present. These, alongside the rapid 
developmental and emotional changes 
that are typical of adolescence, can 
mask the fact that a young person has a 
psychological or mental health problem and 
may need specialist help.

Some young people may also self-harm 
which is not strictly a disorder in itself but 
is one way that young people can deal with 
very difficult feelings and distress. Self-harm 
has associated risks with suicide, is often 
hidden and is acknowledged to be a lot more 
common than most people think.

Plus some young people experiencing 
difficulties may exhibit very angry  
behaviour or may withdraw – from their 
friends, from taking part in lessons and 
even from school itself, or their families and 
communities which can mean that their needs 
are not easily noticed.

What we do know is that in helping young 
people, providing opportunities for them to 
talk (privately, and if they wish, without their 
friends knowing), is very important. 

Getting help early is also crucial in terms of 
preventing difficulties from becoming severe, 
spreading into all areas of their lives and 
lasting into adulthood. 
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3. How common are these 
disorders amongst  
young people?
A commonly quoted 
statistic is that one 
in ten young people 
between the ages of 5 
and 15 has a diagnosable 
mental health disorder.  
This is based on a national survey undertaken 
by the Office for National Statistics in 20044  
that found that 10% of this age group had 
a clinically diagnosable disorder that was 
causing considerable distress and seriously 
affecting the child or young person’s 
relationships, ability to deal with ‘normal’ daily 
stresses and their learning. 

In terms of milder problems, some studies 
have suggested that around 20-30% of 
young people are affected.5 

However, information about the number of 
young people who may be experiencing 
more ‘lower level’ psychological problems is 
generally lacking according to the CAMHS 
review report. Overall, it is widely agreed 
that there has been increase in the overall 
prevalence of difficulties since the 1970s. 

A more specific breakdown of the prevalence 
of certain disorders is given in Heads Up 
a report by New Philanthropy Capital in 
November 2008.6 Most figures apply to young 
people aged 5-15 unless otherwise stated:

• 6% of young people are affected by 
conduct disorders

• 4% are affected by emotional disorders

• 1.5% have hyperkinetic disorders

4 Green, H; McGinnity, A; Meltzer, H. and Ford, T. (2005) 
Mental Health of Children and Young People in Great 
Britain, 2004. A Survey by the Office for National Statistics. 

5 British Medical Association (2006) Child and adolescent 
mental health: a guide for healthcare professionals.  
www.bma.org.uk

6 Joy, I; Van Poortvliet, M. and Yeowart, C. (2008) Heads up. 
Mental health of children and young people. A guide for 
donors and charities. New Philanthropy Capital.



 

• 1-2% of young women and 0.1% of young 
men are affected by eating disorders

• 0.2% of 16-25 year olds have a psychotic 
disorders (mid adolescence is known to be 
a time of increased risk of a first episode of 
psychotic illness occurring)

• 6.7% of young people will self-harm (with an 
estimated 25, 000 young people a year in 
England and Wales ending up in A&E as a 
result of self-harm).

The harmful longer term consequences 
of failing to address these difficulties 
is highlighted through the following 
selected statistics taken from a 2007 NHS 
Confederation Report:

• young people with diagnosed mental health 
problems are 17 times more likely to be 
have been excluded from school and  
are absent from school more often than 
their peers

• only 55% of young people with a mental 
health problem remain in school full-time 
past the age of 15

• those aged 16 to 18 with a persistent mental 
health problem are twice as likely as their 
peers to have no qualifications at all 

• young people suffering anxiety in childhood 
are 3.5 times more likely than others to 
suffer depression or anxiety disorders in 
adulthood.8

What does this mean for 
schools?

A useful way of understanding how 
widespread these problems are in the school 
population is provided by the following, based 
on national prevalence figures and taken from 
Whose Crisis?7 a report about mental health 
services for young people by YoungMinds.

 

 7 Street, C. (2000) Whose Crisis? Meeting the needs of 
children and young people with serious mental health 
problems. YoungMinds.

 8 NHS Confederation (2007) Maintaining the Momentum: 
towards excellent mental health services for children and 
young people. Plumb, J. Street, C. and Anderson, Y. 

In a primary school with 250 pupils:

• 3 children will be seriously depressed

• A further 11 will be suffering  
significant distress

• 12 will be affected by phobias

• 15 children will have a conduct 
disorder.

In a secondary school with  
1000 pupils:

• at any one time around 50 pupils will 
be seriously depressed

• a further 100 will be suffering 
significant distress

• between 5 and 10 girls will be affected 
by eating disorders

• 10 to 20 pupils will have obsessive 
compulsive disorder.

For further information on Rethink
Phone 0845 456 0455

Email info@rethink.org
www.rethink.org

Registered in England Number 1227970. Registered Charity Number 271028
Registered Office 89 Albert Embankment, London SE1 7TP

Rethink is the operating name of National Schizophrenia Fellowship, a company limited by guarantee
 © Rethink 2009



 
 

4. Who is at risk of 
experiencing mental  
health problems?
There is a substantial 
body of research about 
which groups of young 
people may be at greater 
risk of developing mental 
health problems. 

These increased risks can 
relate to factors in the 
young person, factors in 
the family, factors in their 
local environment and  
life events.

Some of the factors that are widely 
recognised, and which are sadly, quite 
common in a ‘typical’ school population 
include:

• bereavement

• parental divorce or family break up

• being looked after by the local authority

• experiencing serious illness.

Other things that are known to play a role 
include problems at school (exam stresses, 
bullying and problems with peers) and wider 
social influences (for example: the effects 
of the media, of gang culture and of general 
pressure to make decisions about drugs, 
alcohol, sex and other life choices at an 
increasingly young age). 

The following illustrates some of the different 
categories of risks recognised as adversely 
affecting young people’s mental health.



 
 

Promoting resilience

In thinking about the ‘risk factors’, it is helpful 
to remember that there are also a range of 
protective factors that can help young people 
to be resilient. These include:

• having a trusted and supportive close 
relationship with someone (not necessarily 
in the immediate family)

• feeling that they are doing well, being 
successful and progressing at school

• feeling valued and listened to (which can 
help boost self-esteem and promote a 
sense of being in control)

• having religious faith.

It is also the case that experiencing one or 
more risk factors does not necessarily result in 
a young person having mental health problems.

Many of the things schools will have in place 
for all pupils can play an important role in 
protecting young people and promoting their 
resilience. These include: 

• clear anti-bullying strategies

• consistently applied behaviour policies and 
school rules

• learning mentors and classroom assistants 
available to offer individual time and support

• well defined systems of pastoral care with 
information available to all pupils about 
what support is available and how they can 
access it

• having both academic and non-academic 
opportunities (including sport and 
vocational type activities). 

ENVIRONMENTAL

•	 Socio-economic	disadvantage/poverty
•	 Housing	problems/being	homeless
•	 Experiencing	discrimination
•	 Unemployment

FAMILY

•	 Family	conflict	or	breakdown
•	 Hostile	relationships
•	 Neglect	and	abuse
•	 Failure	to	adapt	to	a	child’s	changing	needs
•	 Parental	mental	illness

CHILD OR YOUNG PERSON

•	 Genetic	influences
•	 Learning	Disabilities,	communication	

difficulties and specific developmental delay
•	 Academic	failure
•	 Low	self-esteem
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5. Supporting the mental 
health and emotional well-being 
of young people – where do 
schools fit in?
The national policy context

“Children,s mental health 
and psychological well-
being is now a priority 
concern for many people 
– and society as a whole 
– rather than just a 
specialist interest.”9 

The above quote, taken from the CAMHS 
Review Final Report, highlights the 
importance now given to promoting the 
mental health of young people which  
applies to all services that work with this 
population group. 

This re-iterates the central message 
of previous initiatives and government 
guidance such as the Every Child Matters 
(ECM) 5 outcomes and the vision set out 
in the National Service Framework (NSF) 
for Children, Young People and Maternity 
Services Standard 9, of a situation of  
multi-agency services working in partnership 
to promote the mental health of all  
young people. 

Specifically in relation to schools, one 
recently published handbook notes that:

“mental health is everybody
,
s 

business – school is a major 
element of almost every child 
and young person

,
s life, and 

therefore a logical location 
for mental health promotion, 
recognition and intervention 
in a non-stigmatising and 
accessible way.” 10 

9 Final Report of the CAMHS Review (DCSF/DH 2008), 
Executive Summary page 9.

10 Mental Health is Everybody’s Business: A Handbook 
for Schools and other Agencies in Northamptonshire, 
Northamptonshire Children and Young People’s 
Partnership 2007.



 
 

Other relevant guidance for schools, and 
policy or national initiatives include: 

• The National Institute for Health and Clinical 
Excellence (NICE) guidance published 
in 2007 regarding the role of primary 
schools for promoting children’s social and 
emotional well-being and similar guidance 
for secondary schools is expected to be 
published in July 2009.

• Targeted Mental Health in Schools (TAMHs), 
a national programme introduced in 2007 by 
the Department for Schools, Children and 
Families (DCSF) and likely, in time, to affect 
all schools in England.

• Now running for over five years, the  
National Healthy Schools Programme 
includes within it activities to promote  
young people’s emotional well-being and 
mental health.

 

The provision of Child and 
Adolescent Mental Health 
Services (CAMHS)

The term ‘comprehensive CAMHS’ refers to all 
services that contribute to the mental health 
of young people whether provided by health, 
education, children’s services, the voluntary 
sector or others. It is an acknowledgement 
that no one agency or type of service can 
effectively meet all types and severity of need. 

CAMHS is often described in terms of a four 
tier system. This is a conceptual framework 
designed to clarify roles, responsibilities and 
structures. The aim is to ensure that timely, 
acceptable, appropriate help is offered to 
children, young people and their families by 
the most appropriate person(s) and to clarify 
referral routes between different levels of the 
system. 

The 4-tiered structure is shown in the diagram 
below. Recent language changes – i.e. the 
move to universal, targeted and specialist 
services still follow this conceptual model 
of, at the lowest levels (mild and emerging 
problems) services provided to the whole 
population in the least stigmatising universal 
settings. Services then gradually become 
more targeted (in the middle tiers) on the 
smaller numbers of young people presenting 
with more complex problems, through to 
provision of the most specialist services at 
Tier 4/the top of the triangle. 

Within this framework, schools are seen as 
an important component of Tier 1, where 
increasingly, school staff play a key role in 
working alongside mental health staff at Tier 2 
and Tier 3 in supporting young people in  
the community. 

Universal

Targeted

Specialist

Tier 1: Mild and emerging problems  
dealt with by frontline workers.

Tier 2: Specialist individuals supporting  
Tier 1 and linking with Tier 3.

Tier 3: Specialist mental health teams dealing 
with more severe and complex problems.

Tier 4: Increased specialist input on an  
in-patient basis.

The CAMHS tiers
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6. Promoting mental health 
and emotional well-being – 
understanding why schools 
can make a difference
“There is much that 
schools and colleges can 
do to promote the mental 
health, emotional and 
social well-being of the 
young people in their care. 
Many education staff are 
all too aware that there 
are many young people, 
whose spiritual and moral 
existence is promoted only 
by their school or college”11 

As the previous sheet explained, schools and 
the staff in them are increasingly recognised 
as an important part of CAMHS Tier 1 or 
universal services and indeed, may be the 
important first person a child or young person 
may approach when seeking advice, support 
and information. 

The overall aim of Tier 1 is the provision 
of general advice and support and non-
specialist treatment for less severe conditions 
and the identification, and where appropriate, 
referral on, of young people at risk of 
developing mental health problems. Tier 
1 staff may also offer interventions which 
promote mental health and prevent the 
development of mental health problems.

The key role played by school staff in 
supporting young people is illustrated in the 
diagram overleaf, taken from the final report 
of the National CAMHS review, which shows 
the findings taken from a mapping exercise 
undertaken to inform the review as to who 
young people turn to for support.12 

11 Alexander, T. (2002) A Bright Future for All; Promoting 
Mental Health in Education. The Mental Health Foundation.

12 Department of Health and DCSF (2008) Children and 
young people in mind. Page 36.



 
 

The role of schools – what might you see, what might you do?

In addition to the things schools can do mentioned in handout 4 of this resource pack, various 
self-help options are mentioned in the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) 
guidance on supporting young people with depression. 

These ideas are likely to be helpful to all young people experiencing difficulties and some 
of the things suggested by NICE include:

• Providing advice and information on 
complementary and alternative 
therapies.

• Having a directory of local services and 
voluntary organisations and some leaflets 
to give to young people.

• Educational leaflets – these are available 
from a wide range of organisations and 
include leaflets written for young people 
and leaflets written for parents and carers. 
(The next section of this pack gives some 
suggestions of relevant organisations and 
websites). 

• Advice and information on exercise and a 
healthy diet.

Who will I turn 
to for support?

 Someone I trust: 
 Close family
 Close friend
 Counsellor

 Partner
 Teacher

 Pet

Someone with expertise:
 Other CAMHS  
professionals
 Connexions

 Helpline
 Psychologist
 School nurse

 Mentor
 GP

When needed:
 Social worker

 Police

• Details of helplines, information lines and 
sources of information on the internet.

• Information about mentoring/spiritual 
guidance and about local peer support 
groups – including any in-school peer 
support arrangements.

• Information and support in using self-
diagnosis tools.

• Guidance on sleep and relaxation 
techniques – a lack of sleep can cause 
a loss of energy, can increase irritability 
and poor concentration. Providing ideas 
of things that can encourage regular sleep 
including exercise.
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7. Resources for school staff 
Many of the sites listed also provide downloadable 
factsheets and information packs for children, young 
people, parents and carers as well as information for the 
professionals who work with them. 

INFORMATION ABOUT NATIONAL POLICY 

The Every Child Matters Programme
www.everychildmatters.gov.uk

Provides information about CAMHS, useful 
website listings for children, young people, 
parents and carers.

The National Healthy Schools Programme
www.healthyschools.gov.uk

Provides information about different activities 
in schools, links to information about healthy 
eating and national guidance on developing 
emotional health and well-being .

Department for Children, Schools  
and Families (DCSF)

www.dcsf.gov.uk

Information about national policy, whole 
school approaches, dealing with exam 
pressures, bullying and other issues relevant 
to schools. Provides links to other relevant 
sites and various downloadable information 
packs written specifically for teachers.

National CAMHS Support Service
www.camhs.org.uk

Information on all aspects of current CAMHS 
provision including a ‘library of good 
practice’ containing useful examples of 
how national policy is being delivered at the 
service level.



 
 

The National Foundation for  
Educational Research (NFER)

www.nfer.ac.uk

Comprehensive site covering all aspects of 
research concerning education. Section on the 
website focused on health education.

Teachernet
www.teachernet.gov.uk

Provides information on whole school issues, 
school funding, resources for schools and 
research. There are case studies of mentoring 
and pastoral support initiatives and information 
about anti-bullying strategies.

The Children’s Society My Life  
interactive resource

www.mylife4schools.org.uk

Produced in partnership with the national 
Good Childhood Inquiry, the resource aims 
to support Key Stage 2 teachers in providing 
pupils with the skills needed for a happy 
childhood. Made up of six units providing case 
studies, online activities and downloadable 
activity sheets.

Anti-bullying alliance (ABA)
www.antibullyingalliance.org.uk

Extensive range of resources for teachers 
about strategies for tackling bullying, 
developing school policies and about regional 
meetings and training events.

Partnership for Children –  
Zippy’s Friends in-school programmes

www.partnershipforchildren.org.uk

Although aimed at the primary school sector, 
website has useful information for all teachers, 
also sections for parents and links to other 
agencies and websites. Zippy’s Friends is an 
international programme which aims to help 
children develop coping skills.

National Children’s Bureau
www.ncb.org.uk

Provides the Personal, Social and Health 
Education and Citizenship Information Service; 
wide range of Spotlight briefings available for 
download on education/PSHE related topics.

Mental Health Foundation
www.mentalhealth.org.uk

A Bright Future for All. Promoting mental health 
in education. Report and resource pack of 
handouts for developing activities in schools to 
support young people’s mental health and to 
promote emotional well-being .

Samaritans 
www.samaritans.org

The DEAL programme (Developing Emotional 
Awareness and Learning) is aimed at dealing 
with the emotional health of 14-16 years olds.  
A variety of DEAL resources can be 
downloaded via the website.

Teen Life – 4Health from Channel 4
www.channel4.com/health

Sections on managing stress at school 
including revision and during examinations. 
Links to other relevant sites such as 
Revisiontime and Schoolzone.

RESOURCES SPECIFICALLY FOR SCHOOL STAFF



 
 

The Royal College of Psychiatrists
www.rcpsych.ac.uk

Factsheets and information packs on child 
and adolescent mental health problems.

The National Institute for Health and 
Clinical Excellence (NICE)

www.nice.org.uk

Free downloads of all relevant guidance for 
children and young people, including quick 
reference guides and guides for young 
people and their families.

Rethink
www.rethink.org.uk

Wide range of downloadable factsheets, 
DVDs and other information about mental 
health including pack for trainee teachers.

YoungMinds
www.youngminds.org.uk

Publications for children, young people, 
parents and professionals working with 
young people, covering all aspects of 
mental health.

Youth in Mind
www.youthinmind.co.uk

Website with information for young people, 
parents and professionals.

Depression Alliance
www.depressionalliance.co.uk

Downloadable leaflets, suggested reading 
lists and email facility for queries.

Mind
www.mind.org.uk

Factsheets, rights guides and series 
of information leaflets on all child and 
adolescent mental health problems.

BEAT – Beating Eating Disorders
www.edauk.com

Information on eating disorders plus 
associated health problems (e.g. irritable 
bowel syndrome and tooth decay). Specific 
section What do you think where young 
people can post or text suggestions and 
request information.

Addaction
www.addaction.org.uk

Specialist drug and alcohol treatment 
charity provides publications for a range of 
alcohol and drug issues. 

Read the Signs
www.readthesigns.org

Aims to promote help seeking and suicide 
prevention, with the website providing 
information on managing stress, anxiety 
and depression, including self-help options 
and where to get help.

INFORMATION ABOUT MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS 
AND DISORDERS AND EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING



 
 

RECOMMENDED READING

Child and adolescent mental health today: a 
handbook Catherine Jackson, Kathryn Hill and 
Paula Lavis (eds) (2008) Pavilion Publishing in 
conjunction with the Mental Health Foundation 
and YoungMinds.

Treating and preventing adolescent 
mental disorders. Evans et al (eds) (2005) 
Oxford University Press. http://amhi-
treationgpreventing.oup.com/anbrg/public/
content/mentalhealth/9780195173643/toc.
html.

Children and young people in mind: the 
final report of the National CAMHS review. 
Department of Health and Department for 
Children, Schools and Families (2008). 

Emotional Health and Well-being – a Practical 
Guide for Schools. Cowie, H; Boardman, 
C; Dawkins, J. and Jennifer, D. (2004) Paul 
Chapman Publishing.

Promoting mental, emotional and social health 
– a whole school approach. Katherine Weare 
(2000) Routledge.

National Self-harm Network
www.nshn.co.uk

Factsheets, reading lists and other 
information for young people, parents 
and carers and professionals regarding 
supporting people who self-harm including 
the use of distractions and other techniques 
to aide prevention of injury.

Trust for the Study of Adolescence
www.tsa.uk.com

Resources, books, toolkits, games and  
DVDs on wide range of topics including 
young people and alcohol; how to set up 
peer support programmes; developing 
emotional literacy and promoting resilience in 
young people.

Live Life Safe
www.livelifesafe.org.uk

This is a safety website aimed specifically 
at young people and provides some useful 
personal safety tips. 

Papyrus
www.papyrus-uk.org

Focused on the prevention of young suicide, 
there are separate information sections 
for young people, parents, friends, health 
professionals and teachers. Offers Hopeline 
a free, confidential helpline service.

INFORMATION ABOUT MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS AND 
DISORDERS AND EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING continued...
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Information about 
Rethink and the 
UThink programmes 
– what schools may 
find useful

This section provides some information 
about Rethink and also explains the UThink 
programmes and website. 

The range of materials that have been 
developed for Rethink’s work with younger 
people includes: DVDs; information sheets on 
a wide range of topics about young people’s 
mental health and emotional well-being; a 
training resource for trainee teachers about 
tackling the stigma and discrimination that 
surrounds mental health.

We hope that schools will find these materials 
helpful in supporting their pupils and that, at a 
whole-school level, they will also be useful in:

• Supporting the development of the PSHE 
curriculum, including the development of 
lesson plans or in-school support sessions 
focused on promoting mental health.

• Helping schools to implement SEAL – 
social and emotional aspects of learning 
and to continue any activities they support 
within the Healthy Schools programme.

• Implementing National Institute for Health 
and Clinical Excellence (NICE) guidance 
on promoting young people’s social and 
emotional well-being.



 
 

Rethink and the  
UThink programmes

Rethink
Rethink is a national mental health charity providing 
a wide range of services to all who work to support 
people with mental health difficulties and disorders. 
This includes:

• provision of services including advocacy  
support and housing services

• research and service evaluation

• the development and piloting of innovative 
approaches to service provision

• campaigns and media work

• publications.

Further information about Rethink services is 
available from the www.rethink.org

For a full listing of current publications and Rethink 
resources that staff in schools may find useful, 
please visit the online catalogue at  
www.mentalhealthshop.org

You can also telephone 0845 456 0455 or email 
your request to queries@mentalhealth shop.org

The UThink programmes  
UThink is a three-year Big Lottery Funded project 
where a range of programmes and new information 
materials have been developed and piloted in three 
areas of England.  These include:

• emotional well-being programmes for young 
people aged 14-18 

• recovery oriented programmes for young  
people aged 19-25 with experience of first 
episode psychosis

• a residential programme for 19-25 years olds

• a leadership programme for young people across 
the whole project age range of 14-25 years

• a new section of the main Rethink website 
designed specifically for young people –  
www.rethink.org/youngpeople



 
 

The different programmes have all been fully 
evaluated with the data gathered showing very 
positive outcomes for the young people who have 
taken part in term of:

• increased self-confidence and self-esteem

• improved peer relationships and self-
management skills

• in some cases, young people deciding to return 
to some form of education or to take up training 
in order to pursue a new career goal.

More information about UThink is available 
from the Rethink Innovation Team via the main 
switchboard 0845 456 0456.

Emotional well-being 
programmes for young 
people aged 14-18

These programmes are community based and have 
been developed around eight core sessions which 
last for 2.5 hours each.

Facilitated by two Rethink UThink officers, often 
with the support of colleagues from the local 
service that has referred a young person, each 
programme can accommodate up to ten young 
people who attend once a week for eight weeks, 
typically after school. 

In school holiday periods, the programme has 
also been offered on a more intensive, week long 
basis where as much as possible, the programme 
is tailored to address the particular interests and 
concerns of the young people attending. 

The UThink 14-18 programme is designed to raise 
awareness and understanding of mental health, to 
help in the prevention of mental illness, or to offer 
early intervention for young people demonstrating 
signs of mental illness. For many of the young 
people referred, it has provided opportunities 
to try out new things in a safe and supported 
environment.

In each of the sessions, a variety of artistic, creative 
and team building type activities are interspersed 
with the information sharing sessions about mental 
health and well-being. These activities encourage 
young people to establish peer group support, and 
to build trust and confidence in order to explore 
personal mental health issues. In many of the 
programmes, an artistic activity has been used as 
an ongoing project linking the different sessions, 
with its completion being a key goal of the whole 
programme.

A key aim of the programme is to help young people 
to develop personal strategies for maintaining good 
mental and emotional well-being, with the group 
acting as a place to share information, problem 
solve and build personal support strategies. 

A sample session outline is shown on the following 
page – this could quite easily be adapted for use in 
a school’s PSHE lesson plans and curriculum. 
 

For further information on Rethink
Phone 0845 456 0455

Email info@rethink.org
www.rethink.org

Registered in England Number 1227970. Registered Charity Number 271028
Registered Office 89 Albert Embankment, London SE1 7TP

Rethink is the operating name of National Schizophrenia Fellowship, a company limited by guarantee
 © Rethink 2009



 
 

INtRODUCTORY UTHINK SESSION – 
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

Session Number Session Name Date Venue Duration

2.5 hours 
(includes 30 mins 
arrival time)

Session theme 
and aims

• Preparing the group for the forthcoming programme.
• Key theme – group bonding, engagement in the programme and agreement  

of group rules.
• Identification of any particular group interests or needs.
• Overview of the topics including introduction of the concept of mental health.
• Additional elements include handing out the welcome pack, agreeing method 

of collecting evaluation feedback and planning how the group would like to 
celebrate completion of the programme.

Objectives

• Session to be delivered in a consistently safe and supportive manner  
conducive to group learning.

• Activities to be offered that promote group bonding.
• Delivery of session to be flexible to the needs of the group.
• Concept of mental health introduced in a fun and meaningful way to the group.
• To give the group ample time to ask questions.

Planned 
Mental Health 
Outcomes

• Group members will experience  a sense of safety within the group; a place 
where they feel comfortable to simply be thus promoting their emotional well-
being as well as encouraging future attendance.

• The group will experience being able to discuss mental health without stigma or 
judgement thus promoting self-confidence.

• The group’s level of mental health awareness will be enhanced via the provision 
of accurate mental health information.



 
 

Timing (approx) Activity Resources

15-30 minutes

Pre-session activity 
Arrival time - opportunity for 
young people to acclimatise 
to environment, new group 
members and chat with 
facilitators.

Refreshments 

Display of magazines/leaflets

5-10 minutes

Welcome to group 
Overview of the session 
or programme; general 
housekeeping.

10 minutes

Icebreaker  
An activity to get people moving 
around, talking to each other 
and finding out each other’s 
names.

Flip chart 

Flip chart pens

15minutes 

Group contract  
Agreement of group rules - what 
the group expect from each 
other within the group.

15 minutes

Introduction to programme 
and ongoing activity 
Group select choice of activity 
that will run throughout the 
different sessions and what 
they want to do  celebration 
completion of the programme 
(e.g. go bowling).

10 minutes BREAK

20 minutes  
+ 10 minutes feedback  
and Q&A

Mental Health Awareness  
information sharing and activity 
(e.g. quiz or similar). 

Information sheets, booklets for 
young people to browse

20 minutes

Evaluation and recap of topic
Evaluation explained with  
group invited to choose an 
evaluation tool - e.g. scrap book 
or graffiti wall.

Scrapbooks etc. for capturing 
feedback monitoring young 
people’s learning

20 minutes
Check-out time
Q&A session and planning for 
next session.
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SECTION 2
Looking after your 
mental health and 
emotional well-
being – information 
and ideas for 
young people

This section contains a series of 
information sheets that have been written 
for young people. They cover some of the 
topics that many young people can be 
worried about including:

• what is meant by mental health and  
mental health problems

• dealing with stress and anxiety

• how drugs and alcohol can affect  
emotional and mental health

• food and your emotional and mental health

• exams and interviews – how to cope

• getting help – what and where?

• advice from other young people about  
what can help.

Information sheets about a wide range of 
others issues that can affect your mental 
health and emotional well-being can be 
downloaded from a new young people’s 
section of the Rethink website  

www.rethink.org/youngpeople



 
 

1. UThink info sheet for young 
people – what is mental health? 

We have tried to design  
these sheets so that 
they don,t overwhelm you 
with too much information 
– but if you want to know  
more, there are details  
of websites you may  
find helpful. 

These sheets form part of a 
pack that has been sent to 
your school. This also includes 
information for your teachers 

These information sheets have been written for 
young people in schools and colleges who want 
to maintain their emotional well-being or who may 
have concerns or questions about mental health.

about what,s on the 
web about helping young 
people who want to 
understand more about 
how to stay mentally 
healthy or about where 
they can go if they have 
concerns.



 
 

What do we mean by  
mental health?

There is often a lot of confusion about what we 
mean when we talk about mental health. Many people 
immediately start thinking about negative images of 
illness – but this is only one part of the picture...

Everyone has ‘mental health’ and this can be 
thought of in terms of:

• how we feel about ourselves and the people 
around us 

• our ability to make and keep friends and 
relationships 

• our ability to learn from others and to develop 
psychologically and emotionally. 

Being mentally healthy is also about having the 
strength to overcome the difficulties and challenges 
we can all face at times in our lives – to have 
confidence and self-esteem, to be able to take 
decisions and to believe in ourselves. 

Dealing with life
,
s ups  

and downs
Having said that we all have mental health, it’s also 
important to understand when you might need to 
get some help or support with how you are feeling – 
or to know when perhaps you may be experiencing 
a more serious problem.

It is quite normal to sometimes feel worried, 
anxious or upset when things don’t go as you hope 
– everyone faces pressure in their lives at certain 
times and these can include:

• exams

• work and getting a job

• growing up and becoming more independent 
from your family

• making up (and breaking up) with friends. 

In this pack, we have included some info sheets 
that we hope you will find helpful if you are feeling 
stressed or under pressure from any of these things.

Knowing when to get help  
and advice
In addition, though, in this pack there is also  
some information about the more serious mental 
health problems and disorders that can affect 
young people:

• national studies suggest that in the UK, about 1 
in 10 (10%) of all young people may experience 
a mental health problem or disorder where they 
may need help from a mental health specialist

• these studies also emphasise that it’s important 
to get help early, that these conditions are 
treatable and that getting help early can help 
prevent difficulties getting more serious

• there are many different types of mental health 
problems and disorders and they affect young 
people differently and last for different lengths  
of time. 

What to look out for?
If someone is experiencing worries, 
anxieties and difficult feelings to the extent 
that they are seriously interfering with their 
everyday life (e.g. being able to study and 
go to school; being able to eat or sleep as 
they normally do; to go out with their friends 
or take part in their favourite hobby) and 
these feelings are becoming persistent, 
(lasting for a few weeks or more), then it 
might be that they have a mental health 
problem or disorder and need to get some 
advice and help.

On the next sheet, there are some brief 
descriptions of some of the mental health 
disorders that young people can experience. 
There are also suggestions of websites 
where you can get more detailed information 
or can send in questions by email.
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2. UThink info 
sheet for young 
people – what 
are mental health 
disorders?
This sheet gives some brief 
descriptions of the most 
common mental health disorders 
and problems that you may have 
heard can affect young people – 
or you might know a friend with 
these difficulties and want to 
know how you can help them.

Depression
Everyone has times when they feel stressed, upset 
or down – and it’s normal to feel disappointed when 
things don’t go as you hoped for. These feelings will 
come and go from time to time and generally, don’t 
last very long. It is when the low feelings or down 
mood, along with other symptoms, lasts for more than 
a couple of weeks that a person may have depression 
(sometimes referred to as clinical depression). 

Depression is a lot more common than most 
people think; it can affect people of all ages and 

in many different ways. Some of the signs 
and symptoms include feeling hopeless or 
worthless; a loss of appetite; feeling very tired or on 
the other hand, agitated and unable to concentrate 
on anything; finding it hard to sleep, to study or to 
find pleasure in hobbies; avoiding friends or feeling 
like they want to harm themselves.

Depression can happen suddenly as a result 
of some difficult life experience, or can emerge 

more slowly, with no clear reason for it. Either way, 
it

,
s important to understand that 

depression is not a weakness, it is a 
recognised health disorder and it is important that a 
person with depression gets help. 

For more info: 
www.there-for-me.com  
Covers lots of different issues that can affect 
young people and provides links to other sites 
young people may find useful.

www.depressionalliance.org  
Information on all aspects of depression including 
how it’s treated, recommended reading and things 
you can do to help yourself.

www.youngminds.org.uk  
Provides a booklet for young people about 
depression. This has sections on how to help a friend 
and ways to help yourself if you are depressed.

www.reawake.com  
Offers advice and help with feelings of self doubt 
and other common symptoms of depression.



 
 
 

Psychosis is the term used to 
describe a type of mental health 
disorder that seriously affects 
the way that a person thinks or 
feels and where the person can 
lose contact with reality. 

This illness can happen to anyone and is 
much more common than most people realise. 
Sometimes people can have a one-off episode and 
they get better and never have the illness again. 
Other people may have episodes that come and go 
and they can be well for long periods in between.

•  psychosis can make people feel 
very anxious or agitated

•  they may have very low or  
high moods

•  they may think that people are 
against them and they may hear 
voices or sounds that aren

,
t real

•  some people also have what are 
called delusions – beliefs about 
something that isn

,
t true.

The two most common forms of psychotic illness 
are schizophrenia and bi-polar disorder and for 
both, it is important that a person gets help from a 
mental health specialist.

Psychosis
Understanding what causes 
psychosis is complicated since it 
seems that lots of things can play a 
part. These include a person

,
s genes 

(the information that gets passed 
from one generation to another 
through families) and also things that 
can happen in a person,s life. 

Life stresses that can play a role include: 
experiencing bullying or problems with family 
and friends; losing someone close through 
bereavement; not eating or sleeping enough 
(perhaps as a result of working too much) and 
taking drugs like cannabis.

For more info:
www.readthesigns.org  
Includes self-help options and links to  
other sites.

www.eppic.org.au  
Website of an Australian service for people 
with first episode psychosis; lots  
of downloadable information for young 
people and their families.

www.youngminds.org.uk  
Provides information and a booklet about 
psychosis written for young people and 
covering the use of medication.

www.hearing-voices.org.uk  
Information about ways to manage  
hearing voices or false beliefs (delusions). 
Includes details of local groups and self-
help networks.

www.mentalhealth.org.uk  
Website of the Mental Health Foundation 
with section on psychosis including how  
to manage hearing voices.



 
 
 

Eating disorders
In these disorders, people use food (or the denial 
of it) as a way of coping with painful feelings... it 
can be easier to have a feeling of control over what 
you eat rather than deal with the feelings that are 
bothering you.

Eating problems and disorders can cause a range 
of emotional and physical problems for a person. 
They may have distorted ideas about their body (its 
size and shape) and they may feel bad or guilty if 
at some point, they put on weight. Other problems 
that can result from a lack of food can include:

• Difficulties sleeping

• Feeling cold

• Having mood swings

• Feeling tired 
• Tooth decay, dehydration and  

poor skin

There are some important differences between 
anorexia and bulimia – people with bulimia tend to 
keep to a more steady weight but to binge eat. This 
can mean that people with bulimia are more easily 
missed. In both cases, it is really important that a 
person gets professional help and support. 

For more info:
www.edauk.com  
Beating Eating Disorders provides a 
comprehensive range of information 
on eating disorders including sections 
specifically for young people and a 
directory of local support services.

www.youthinmind.co.uk  
Information for young people and  
their families.

www.mind.org.uk  
Provides information sheets  
and booklets on eating  
problems and disorders.

www.eatwell.gov.uk  
Has information and interactive  
games about eating well and  
meeting your nutritional needs.

You have probably heard of the 
words “anorexia” and “bulimia” – 
they are often mentioned in the 
press and in magazine articles, 
often when talking about the 
appearance of a film or music 
star who seems to have lost a 
lot of weight or to be obsessed 
with being slim.

Anorexia and bulimia are the names often used 
in a shorthand way to refer to two serious eating 
disorders – anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa 
which can lead to a person having serious and 
extreme problems with eating to the point that their 
lives can be at risk.



 
 

Self-harm
Self-harm or self-injury is a way 
some people use for dealing 
with difficult or painful feelings 
that they find difficult to talk 
about. It is a lot more common 
than people realise – partly 
because it is often so hidden 
and is not something people will 
talk about.

For more info:
www.nshn.co.uk  
The National Self-harm network provides 
short factsheets about self-harm including 
tips on what to do or say and what not to 
do or say if you are supporting someone 
who self-harms. The site also has advice on 
the use of distractions if a person is trying 
not to self-harm.

www.thesite.org  
The Self-Harm: Recovery, Advice and 
Support website covers a wide range of 
issues concerned with self-harm including 
advice on what happens if a person goes to 
Accident & Emergency (A&E).

www.youth2youth.co.uk  
Website and helpline run by young people 
offering advice and information on all 
aspects of emotional well-being and 
support for young people.

www.papyrus-uk.org  
Site focused on preventing young suicide 
with dedicated sections on resources for 
young people and their friends. 

It has been estimated that up to one in ten young 
people will harm themselves at some point, and it is 
thought to be more common amongst teenage girls. 
It can take many different forms and these include:

• cutting or burning

• deliberate bruising including by  
a person throwing their body 
against something

• pulling hair or eyelashes or  
picking at skin

• taking an overdose

Some people self-injure or harm themselves 
on a regular basis whilst others may do it only 
occasionally, perhaps in response to a stressful or 
difficult event. 

Some people use self-harm or injury to cope with a 
specific problem and once this has been resolved, 
stop harming themselves. For other people, 
self-harm or injury is the way that they deal with 
pressure or stress of all kinds. 

Feeling in control is often identified as a major 
factor in why a person may self-harm or injure 
themselves – and so understanding the stresses 
and pressures a person is facing, and thinking of 
ways to reduce these, can be very important in 
helping someone who is, or feels that they want, to 
injure themselves. 

Knowing where to go for help – 
thinking who is the person they can 
trust and can talk to (who might be 
someone in school) is also key.
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3. UThink info sheet for young 
people – stress and anxiety  

What
,
s normal?

From time to time, everyone feels 
stressed or anxious – these 
feelings are quite normal reactions 
to challenging events in our lives... 
and indeed, they can be useful 
since they can act as warning 
signs and tell us that perhaps we 
need to slow down or to be careful 
and think about what we are 
planning to do.

How stress and 
anxiety affect people
Stress and anxiety can affect you 
physically and mentally – they can make 
it hard to:

• Concentrate
• Take decisions
• Deal with frustration
• Control your temper
• Keep your sense of humour

Or they can make a person feel restless 
and jumpy, to have problems sleeping, 
to feel breathless, to feel fearful, to have 
headaches or even to feel sick or dizzy.

When stress or anxiety builds up 
to the point that the feelings are 
really strong, some people can 
also have what are called “panic 
attacks”. They may “freeze” and 
be totally unable to deal with the 
situation that is worrying them.



 
 

What helps?
It’s important to look after your own health needs 
and to take action and get some help if you feel that 
the stress or anxiety you are feeling is building up.

Sometimes people who are stressed 
or anxious feel very trapped and can’t 
think of a way out of the situation that is bothering 
them – if this is the case, it can be very helpful to find 
someone you trust to talk to. They can help you to: 

• see the situation from another perspective

• make a plan of what you need to do – and the 
things that can wait

• work out what you might do differently

• share the load – which might include identifying 
someone who can take over some tasks for you.

Ideas for relieving stress 
and anxiety
It can be very helpful to think ahead about the 
situations that stress you or make you anxious and 
to plan how you might deal with them differently – 

visualise the situation going really 
well and how this might feel.

Take decisions one at a time and plan in small 
steps what you can achieve – trying to do 
everything can often feel overwhelming and can 
lead to nothing being done... which then adds to the 
stress and anxiety you are feeling.

Remember to have enough to eat 
and drink and to get enough sleep. 

Do something you enjoy beforehand – go for a walk, 
listen to some music, do some cooking, talk to your 

friends – and plan something nice for 
afterwards as well.

Take regular breaks from what you are doing 
– sometimes it is better to stop, review what the 
situation is and re-plan rather than battling on to 
complete something.

For more info:
www.channel4.com/health  
Provides information on managing stress, 
including stress caused by school tests and 
examinations.

www.readthesigns.org  
Is a website that aims to promote help 
seeking and provides information on 
managing stress, anxiety and depression 
including self-help options and where to go 
for help.

www.mind.org.uk  
Has downloadable leaflets and booklets on 
stress, anxiety and panic attacks including 
“top tips” for tackling these problems. 

www.childline.org.uk  
Website has section on exam stress.  
Offers confidential  helpline for young people 
– 0800 1111.

 

Other things that  
can help
Some of the other things than can help, 
especially in reducing feelings of anxiety 
include:

• Going on a training course in 
assertiveness 

• Complementary therapies and 
relaxation techniques – for 
example, yoga and meditation

• Exercise
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4. UThink info sheet for young 
people – drugs, alcohol and the 
links with mental health

Different types of drugs
There are lots of different types of drugs – some 
are legal and include the medicines a doctor may 
prescribe for you and also some of the substances 
that are used in making drinks like coco-cola. Other 
drugs are illegal and some of the most commonly 
known include cannabis, cocaine and ecstasy.

Whilst drugs can make a person feel good, they 
also bring with them lots of risks – not least that 
some drugs are very addictive and it can be hard to 
stop using them once you’ve started. Studies have 
shown that there are some particular connections 
with mental health problems in young people:

• misusing drugs can increase the risks of a 
young person experiencing psychosis or feeling 
depressed or suffering from anxiety 

• if a young person already has a mental health 
disorder, using drugs can lead to their symptoms 
getting worse

• in families where there is a history of mental 
illness, using drugs can act as a ‘trigger’ for the 
young person developing symptoms as well.

Drugs and alcohol are both 
topics that concern many 
young people, not least 
because there are often 
pressures to try them. 

There are some links 
between drugs, alcohol 
and a person,s health 
that it is important to 
understand – both a 
person,s physical and 
mental health can be 
affected as a result of 
using drugs and alcohol.



 
 

Smoking and mental health
In addition to some serious physical health risks, 
smoking can also affect your mental health. A lot  
of people smoke as a way of relaxing and dealing 
with stress or difficult feelings. However, just as 
using alcohol can actually lead to people feeling 
more anxious rather than less, the same is also true 
with smoking.

Research studies have shown that whilst the 
nicotine in cigarettes gives an immediate sense 
of relaxation, this does not last and is replaced 
by cravings, tension and withdrawal symptoms. 
 

Where to get more 
information
www.addaction.org.uk  
Provides a wide range of information sheets 
on both drug and alcohol issues.

www.talktofrank.com  
Web-based information as well as an email 
service and helpline which is available 
24 hours a day, 7 days a week in many 
different languages.

www.youngminds.org.uk  
Booklets and web-based advice on drugs, 
alcohol and their impact on young people’s 
mental health.

www.livelifesafe.org.uk  
Website focused on promoting personal 
safety amongst young people.

www.drinksense.org  
Covers all aspects of alcohol use and 
drinking sensibly.

There can also be problems with a person’s ability 
to concentrate which could affect how they learn 
and are able to perform in school or college. 

How alcohol can affect 
your health
Alcohol use is associated with various physical and 
mental health problems. 

Physical problems can include damage to the liver, 
heart and stomach whilst on the mental health front, 
there are links with depression, anxiety, personality 
disorders and psychosis. Risky behaviour (e.g. 
getting into arguments and fights) is also known to 
increase when someone has been drinking alcohol.

Using alcohol to deal 
with difficult feelings
A number of studies have shown that people 
often drink to deal with feeling anxious or 
depressed – and at first, alcohol can make 
them feel more relaxed. 

The problem is that alcohol is a toxic 
(poisonous) substance that affects the 
chemistry of the brain and over time, it will 
cause the loss of the special transmitters that 
work to reduce anxiety – the result being that 
a person will have to drink more and more to 
reduce the anxiety that is bothering them. 

The same is also true for the feelings of 
depression – at first alcohol may make a person 
feel less depressed, but then its effects on the 
brain can make the person feel more depressed 
thus leading to them drinking even more.

Research on young people’s brain 
development also indicates that they are 
more affected by alcohol than older people 
because their brain is still changing and that 
damage from alcohol misuse when you are 
younger can have long term and irreversible 
consequences.
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5. UThink info sheet for young 
people – food and your  
mental health 

What,s important?
There is increasing evidence of the 
importance of eating a balanced diet and 
being mentally healthy – what we eat affects 
how we feel, how well we are able to learn, 
to make decisions and to get on with life. 

The increase in many people’s diets of 
additives, food colourings and processed 
foods – alongside the general rush to 
eat meals, often whilst running between 
different activities – have all played a role 
in lots of people perhaps not eating as 
healthily as they should. 

Not enough time, too 
much stress?
Taking time for meals is very important. 
When a person is stressed, their body 
may be unable to digest and absorb food 
properly. You need to be relaxed to eat 
properly – and it is important to eat at 
regular intervals to maintain your blood 

These changes in our diets have also been linked 
to some people experiencing mood changes, 
being irritable and being unable to concentrate.

sugar levels – which in turn are 
important in giving you  
the energy you need for your 
daily life.

Not eating well or regularly can 
lead to a person feeling tired 
and lacking energy – which 
can lead to feeling stressed as 
they struggle to get through the 
things they need to do.



 
 

What to avoid?
Advice about a so-called healthy diet is often in the 
news these days – concerns about obesity, about 
poor levels of fitness and about the need to eat 
more fruit and vegetables (strongly linked to helping 
to prevent various cancers) are key messages of 
government health policy.

Some of the things to avoid include:

• Snacking on fast foods that tend to 
have high levels of salt and sugar

• relying on foods that give immediate but short 

bursts of energy and which don
,
t contain 

the essential vitamins and 
minerals everyone needs

• not eating at regular intervals and  

skipping meals.

Tips for eating to stay 
physically and mentally 
healthy

Where to get more 
information
www.nutrition.org.uk  
Website of the British Nutrition Foundation 
with information specifically aimed at young 
people.

www.bhf.org.uk  
The British Heart Foundation website 
provides range of information about eating 
healthily.

www.5aday.nhs.uk  
Practical advice on healthy eating and how 
to have a more active lifestyle.

www.foodfitness.org.uk  
Advice on how to eat well and have an active 
healthy lifestyle.

www.need2know.co.uk  
Site includes sections on well-being, sexual 
health and keeping fit. 

Make sure your diet  
has plenty of fruit  
and vegetables – 
 
 the “five a day” rule

Avoid processed food as 
much as possible

Drink plenty  
of water

Try to eat at least 
every 3-4 hours 
and don

,
t skip 

breakfast

Try to eat less salt

Eat a variety of 
foods, including things 

from the different food 
groups and including fish on 
a regular basis
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6. UThink info sheet for young 
people: managing the pressures 
of exams and interviews 

Lots of students find the exams they have to take at school 
or college, or the interviews they need to go through to 
get onto a course or for a job, very stressful and that the 
stress and anxiety they feel can make it harder to:

• Revise – to remember the facts 
they know or are trying to learn

• Express themselves 
clearly in the actual exam

• Communicate what they 
want to say in interviews

Many of the ideas in UThink for young 
people: stress and anxiety (info sheet 
3) can help you if you are worried about 
exams or interviews – especially the tips 
about thinking ahead, planning things 
in small, achievable steps and taking 
regular breaks. 

Denying the problem
Stress and anxiety about exams can 
sometimes lead to people doing unhelpful 
things which might avoid the difficulty in the 
short-term but actually leave a bigger problem 
in the end.  

For example, some people put off starting 
revision, or don’t revise at all in the belief 
that if they don’t try, they won’t feel so bad 
afterwards when they don’t do well... thinking 
like this not only often doesn’t work, it really 
limits the chances the person has to do well.



 

For more info:
www.childline.org.uk  
Has a section on coping with homework and 
exam stress.

www.youthinformation.com  
Tips for successful studying, revising and 
coping with exam pressures. Other parts of 
the site provide information about dealing 
with bullying, discrimination at school and 
pupil rights at school. 

www.mind.org.uk  
The series of Troubleshooters booklets 
includes one on dealing with exam stress. 

Available from www.rethink.org/
youngpeople, the UThink pack Up to the 
Next Level – contains information sheets 
on the different ways that you can use 
communication, on speaking in interviews 
and in public. There are also tips on how to 
get people interested in what you have to say. 

Ideas from young people
Suggestions from young people about what 
they find helpful in dealing with exams include:

• make a revision timetable that includes 
everything, including the topics you don’t like, 
find boring or struggle with

• start working through this timetable well ahead  
of the exams... not leaving things to the last 
minute is really important

• work out when is the best time to revise – are  
you a ‘morning person’ or do you work better 
later in the day?

• plan breaks, regular meals and times to meet 
up with, or talk to, friends and your family... 
it’s important not to get isolated alone with 
your books or study notes... and if you have 
questions or things you don’t understand, 
your friends may be able to help you

• know when and where the exam will be and make 
sure that you arrive in plenty of time.

• Don,t rush to start talking ; 
take a minute to think – and if you don’t 
understand the question, ask for it to be 
repeated

• Be careful not to speak too quickly or quietly 

– and remember to smile, to look at the 
person you are talking to and not 
at the floor or any notes you may be holding

• If what you say sounds muddled or is not 

clear, say so... and then explain your 
point again.

Keeping calm, 
communicating clearly
In tests and exams, which sometimes 
can involve speaking and answering 
questions verbally, and in interviews for 
college courses, training or jobs, there 
are various strategies that can help you 
to stay calm and to be clear in how you 
answer questions or talk about your 
interests. 

Some things which can help:

• Make a plan of what you are going to 
say beforehand – try out model answers 
and practice keeping them short and 
simple

• Listen carefully to questions and 
try to play-back some of the words or 
phrases in the answer
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7. UThink info sheet for young 
people: getting help – what  
and where? 
If you want to get some more 
information, advice or help 
with your health, either your 
physical health or your mental 
health, there are lots of 
different places you can try. 

Finding out what,s available 
in your area
If the people offering these services in your school 
can’t help you, then they will be able to give you 
some ideas of where else you might try.

Other people or places that should 
know what,s available in the area 
where you live include: your GP, 
your health centre, youth centre 
or local children,s services. 
Your local library is another good place to try – they 
often display posters and information leaflets about 
local services. 

Apart from in schools, some services have their 
own clinics or offices where people come to see 
them. Some may be based at your local hospital 
or they may offer sessions at regular times (e.g. on 
one or two days a week) in GP surgeries or health 
centres and some do home visits. Some offer 
drop-in sessions (where you don’t have to book 
ahead to see someone) whilst others need a 
letter from your GP or someone at school and 
you have to wait for an appointment. 

In school you could try your school nurse 
or head of pastoral care, or your year head. 
Lots of schools also have:

•	 counselling	or	student	advice	services;	
some may also offer student mentors

•	 drop-in	provision	in	the	school	lunch	breaks	
or after school... these are sometimes 
run by staff from voluntary sector youth 
information, advice and support services 
(YIACS) or staff from the mental health 
services for young people in your area – 
sometimes known as CAMHS which  
stands for Child and Adolescent Mental 
Health Services



 
 

Some offer sessions in the evenings or on 
Saturdays whereas others are only open in the 
daytime during the week. 

You should be able to check out whether you 
need an appointment, and when the service is 
open, by phoning the service you are interested in 
beforehand.

Who works in these 
services?

Lots of different types of people 
with training in mental health work 
in these services. They are all 
trained to listen to young people  
and to help them if they have 
worries or problems, big or small, 
or are unsure and want to check 
things out.

Some of the professionals you 
might see include: 
psychiatrists; psychologists; 
social workers; family therapists; 
nurses; primary mental health 
workers; early intervention 
workers; outreach workers and 
counsellors.   

For more info:
www.nhsdirect.uk  
NHS Direct is a national service providing 
information on all health issues and NHS 
services. Information also by phone on  
0845 46 47.

www.youthaccess.org.uk  
The Youth Access directory of youth 
counselling services provides information of 
where local counselling services are based. 

www.need2know.co.uk  
Site	covers	all	aspects	of	health	and	well-
being including keeping fit, sexual health and 
mental health.

What sorts of help can 
they offer?
Just as mental health problems can affect 
people in different ways, so there are many 
different types of ways of offering people 
help with their difficulties.

The sorts of help these different services 
offer include:

• Various forms of therapy 
– which can include talking therapies, 
counselling and psychotherapy

• Work on an individual basis 
(with a young person on their own),  
work with whole families and sometimes 
help offered via a group made up of  
young people who may be experiencing 
similar problems

• Medication
• Admission to hospital – this 

might be offered by what are sometimes 
called specialist CAMHS if a young 
person’s problems are particularly serious 
or complex and where a team of different 
people trained in mental health may need 
to help the young person.

How long the help might last really depends 
on	what	a	person	needs	–	it	might	be	a	one-
off appointment, a short series of weekly 
meetings or longer if there are a number of 
issues to sort out.
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8. UThink info sheet for young 
people: what works? Self-help 
ideas from other young people 
Many of the ideas and 
suggestions on this info 
sheet have been made by 
young people talking about 
what they have found helpful 
in looking after their mental 
health and well-being – 
especially if they have been 
feeling worried or facing 
something difficult.

What can help?
One of the things many people find helpful is to talk 
about how they are feeling. This might be to their 
friends, their family or someone they know and trust – 
perhaps in school or college, or their local sports club. 

Actually starting to talk about feelings can feel 
awkward – so it can be helpful to find times to do 
something together... this may let the conversation 
to flow more easily.

Ways to relax
There are lots of things, many quite simple, that 
can help a person to relax. Some suggestions:



 
 

Things to remember

Most young people, at 
some point, will have 
difficult times when life is 
stressful, but there are 
people who can help... you 
are not alone.

We all have things we are good at... 
sometimes it just takes time to work out 
what these things are… but remembering 
your strengths is a good way of starting to 
feel more in control of your life.

Lots of young people experience mental 
health problems and disorders – but these 
are treatable and the earlier a person seeks 
help, the better the chance of preventing 
things from getting serious.

People working to support young people’s 
mental health are keen to understand what 
they are experiencing and to find the help 
and support that’s right for them… but 

they can’t do this on their own... they 
need the young person to be 
engaged in the process...

If the help that is offered isn’t right, 
everyone has a right to ask what other 
things might be available. All services 
should have a complaints procedure if a 
person is really unhappy with what the 
service is offering and many offer advocacy 
support (people who can help the person 
understand what is being offered and who 
can negotiate and support the person 
receiving help).

How to help a friend
It’s important if you are concerned about 
a friend that you continue to talk to them... 
include them as much as you can in the 
normal activities you usually do together.

Encourage them to talk... 
talking does not make someone worse... 
listen and be patient – but don’t expect 
them to open up straight away... this can 
take a long time...

Don
,
t say that you 

understand... or advise them to “snap 
out of it”... but make it clear that you care 
about them and that you want to help them. 

Try not to get frustrated or to jump to 
conclusions about why someone may be 
behaving or feeling the way they do… 
this can be hard if your friend seems to be 
‘stuck’ or lacking any interest or energy 
about their life...

If you are concerned that your 
friend is at risk, you should tell 
a trusted adult. If possible, try to 
agree with your friend who should be told 
– or at least try and talk through with them 
why you need to tell someone. 

It’s crucial to keep an open mind, 
not to judge or criticise and to respect  
their views.

Try to encourage them to get 
help – and go with them to 
see someone if they would 
like this.
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