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Background 

 Teachers are at elevated risk of psychological distress 

compared to the general working population.1   

 Poor mental health may impair teachers’ ability to develop 

positive relationships with students, which can be 

detrimental to student emotional health.2,3 

 Poor mental health may lead to sickness absence or poor 

performance, with negative impacts on student learning.4 

 Teachers report feeling unsupported themselves, and ill-

equipped to support student mental health.5 

 Improved support for secondary school staff may improve 

their own mental health and wellbeing, and strengthen their 

ability to build supportive relationships with students, 

thereby improving student emotional health. 

Intervention 

5 schools (2 feasibility, 3 pilot) received the intervention, and 3 

made up a comparison group. In each intervention school: 

 a group of 8-9 staff received training in Mental Health First 

Aid (MHFA; http://www.mhfaengland.org/)6 and then 

provided a confidential peer support service to colleagues. 

Youth MHFA was delivered to up to 16 staff to strengthen 

their skills in supporting students. 

Qualitative methods 

The Study 
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Data collection Number 

Focus groups 

 

 
TOTAL 

Peer supporters 
Attendees of the youth MHFA 
Other staff 
 

5 
3 
6 

14 

Interviews 
 
TOTAL 

Peer supporters 
Attendees of the youth MHFA  

3 
3 
6 

 The training was valued for conferring new knowledge and 

skills, affirming current practice, providing the opportunity 

to discuss current difficulties, and developing awareness of 

one’s own mental health: 

“As a mixed group of staff we had a chance to talk and offload” 

 Participants felt that having the training deepened their 

awareness of when others were in difficulty 

“the way I listen I think is a bit different” 

 Suggested areas for improvement to youth MHFA were 

making it shorter so more staff could attend, having a 

greater focus on skills rather than facts, and delivering it to 

classroom teachers rather than specialist support staff: 

“For new staff, or staff that feel less confident it would be useful” 

 Peer supporters reported helping colleagues in a range of 

ways such as listening empathetically, acting as 

advocates, advising on professional help sources and 

raising the profile of mental health in the school: 

“I think it sends a really big message out to staff in general” 

 Peer supporters felt they benefited in terms of feeling they 

had made a difference.  However, some concerns were 

expressed that certain supporters might be overburdened: 

“Now she’s not feeding her own little soul during her lunchtime and 

her breaktime because she’s helping other people” 

Many staff supported the idea of the service, but barriers to 

its use included not wanting to discuss problems at work, 

having other support in school, not knowing enough about 

it and not wanting to be a burden on others: 

“I know all those people are already under quite a lot of pressure” 

 Staff felt that it would take time for the service to become 

embedded, and for this to happen senior leadership 

needed to demonstrate their ongoing support 

“It was flavour of the month wasn’t it?  But I can see it gradually 

dwindling down” 

Aim 

To conduct a feasibility study followed by a pilot cluster RCT of 

an intervention to support secondary school staff’s mental 

health.  

Findings 

Qualitative evaluation questions 

 Were the MHFA and youth MHFA training courses useful? 

 What improvements could be made to the courses? 

 What were staff’s perceptions of the peer support service?  

What are the barriers to it being used? 
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