
A Snapshot 

What we did 

On World Mental Health Day, 10 October, we 
held the largest mental health conference for 
young people on the island of Ireland in 2019. 
This was organised through a collaboration 
between the Integrated Education Fund (IEF), 
the Northern Ireland Council for Integrated 
Education (NICIE) and the Association for 
Principal Teachers in Integrated Schools 
(APTIS). We are extremely grateful to the 
National Lottery Community Fund for financing 
this initiative. 

Drumlins Integrated Primary School in 
Ballynahinch hosted:

154 participants - children, young people, 
education practitioners  
24 integrated schools 
15 primaries and 9 colleges in rural and urban 
areas 

To explore the potential causes and impact of 
mental health issues on young people in our 
society

To generate ideas on mental health and 
emotional well-being initiatives to be taken 
forward by integrated schools 

Why we did it

How we did it 

College students and adults listening to the  
heart-felt personal accounts of current and former 
students from Shimna College and Drumragh 
College 

Hearing from Richard Pengelly (Permanent 
Secretary of the Department of Health), Kate 
Beggs (Director for Northern Ireland of the 
National Lottery Community Fund) and Koulla 
Yiasouma (Northern Ireland Commissioner for 
Children and Young People) 

Participants facilitated, in an age-appropriate way, 
in small groups of peers to share their thinking on:

Causes and triggers of mental health issues 
The impact on feelings and behaviours 
Thoughts on providing better support in schools 
Ideas for future initiatives 

53 primary participants were guided through 
this consultation process by ‘Fresh Little Minds’ 
facilitators who also taught them the AMBER 
Approach developed by Fresh Minds Education

An online Mentimeter poll was carried out with 
college students to gather quantitative data

Group facilitators recorded qualitative data from 
small group discussions and feedback 

All data was analysed and summarised in the 
Summary Report: Listening ... A Mental Health 
Conference for Integrated Schools available on 
the IEF website www.ief.org.uk
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What we heard from participants
When asked the question ‘What are kids worries that cause tricky 
feelings to get stuck inside?’ a sample group of P6/7 children identified 
the ‘transfer test’ as by far their greatest stressor with ‘school’ and 
‘homework’ also prioritised. A student from another group commented:

‘I think kids might benefit from breathing techniques when doing 
transfer, exams, tests and assessment’.

All college groups referenced school and academic pressures as 
potential triggers for a deterioration in mental health. However, ‘social 
media’, ‘self-image’ and ‘bullying’ also emerged strongly from each group 
as well as complex factors related to home life. 

3 out of 4 college student groups stressed how self-harm and suicide 
could be the unfortunate outcome of mental health deterioration if left 
unchecked. Suicide was not noted by the adult groups but one leader 
shared how evidence of self-harm was starting to become apparent 
amongst primary age children.

College students were asked, via live polling, ‘Do you think there is 
enough mental health and emotional well-being support in your 
school?’

48% said ‘no’ 
18% felt there was enough support but they didn’t feel confident about 
accessing it 
3% admitted to not knowing how to access support in school

They were also asked ‘Who would you go to first if you felt you needed 
support with these difficult emotions?’ 

Future Initiatives
 
10 priorities emerged from the analysis of all 
consultation responses. All schools should have: 

This may be explained by the 79% who believe that young people are 
too embarrassed or afraid to get support for their emotional well-
being and mental health. Group consultation revealed the importance 
placed on addressing this so that school is seen as an environment 
where mental health support can be sought. When the primary school 
children were introduced to the concept of ‘anchor’ people in school 
(who children could go to when experiencing difficult emotions) 100% 
felt having anchor people was important and over 80% said that 
schools should help children to know and name their anchor people. 
One child summed it up:

‘It is important that schools should help because children might find it 
difficult to talk.’

The reasons children cited for having an identified, trained mental health 
contact or ‘anchor’ person in school were ‘to listen’ and ‘not judge you’. 
The rationale provided was:

‘if a person is feeling depressed they have someone to go to’

‘If you do hold it in you will become more and more sad’ and  
‘If you don’t get it out then ...depression.’ 

Next steps

The IEF, NICIE and APTIS are thankful to all who 
participated in and supported this event. We now 
plan to seek help, expertise and funding to enable 
integrated schools to take the named priorities 
forward.

If you would like to engage with us on any of the 
issues identified in our report please contact Paul 
Collins at the IEF pcollins@ief.org.uk

Training for all teachers in mental health and 
emotional well-being *  
Student access to mental health experts * 
Mental health and emotional well-being 
delivered through the curriculum * 
A whole school approach
Student mental health ambassadors
Gender sexuality alliance groups at post-
primary 
Programmes which connect with parents 
Resources to set up relaxation rooms for 
students
A mental health first aid kit 
A steering group to oversee the promotion and 
lobbying of mental health issues 
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10.

Teacher / Tutor

Doctor

Mentor / Counsellor

No One

Friend(s)/Boyfriend / Girlfriend

Parent, Guardian or Sibling

49%

12%4%
3%

1%

30%

Detail about each of these priorities is contained 
in the ‘recommendations’ section at the end of the 
conference summary report on the IEF website: 
www.ief.org.uk 

Only 1% specified that they would currently approach a teacher / 
tutor first. 

*The first 3 priorities mirror those referenced in the report  
Still Waiting produced by the Northern Ireland Commission for 
Children and Young People (2018). 
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