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How to support your 
child’s wellbeing

Information for parents and carers

A bit about me
 Over 15 years teaching experience as well as jobs in the 

media, print and publishing industries;
 Former Head of Sixth Form, Assistant Headteacher and 

now in the role of Mental Health Lead at Farlingaye;
 Delivering CPD on mental health, coaching and mindset to 

leaders, teachers and students for more than ten years. 
 Training includes: 
◦ Mental Health First Aid practitioner 
◦ ASIST (Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training);
◦ ILM Level 5 certificate in Coaching and Mentoring;
◦ Practitioner training in Neuro Linguistic Programming (NLP);
◦ Trained hypnotherapist.

 Currently training as a counsellor.

What this session will cover

 The wider context
 What to do if you think your child is 

unhappy?
 What to do if your child makes an 

unexpected disclosure
 Helping when you can’t fix or solve the 

problem

Stats about mental health

 What messages are we – and our children 
– getting about mental health?

The national stereotypes and 
stigmas The headlines
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Young people Charities and initiatives

No wonder we are confused!

 With your neighbour, chat about the 
effect of these headlines on our young 
people – and on us.

 One thing we can do as a school is have a 
clear direction to help our young people 
and their parents and carers follow a 
clear pathway through the maze…

 If we get wellbeing right, then everything 
else can fall into place. 

What is the message?
 The school focus continues to be on resilience 

and wellbeing – praising effort and attitude over 
outcomes and encouraging good communication.

 It is important to think of it in terms of wellbeing
– that is being well, rather than merely responding 
when children are not well.  

 Wellbeing is everyone’s responsibility – not just as 
teachers or parents, but as people. We don’t all 
need to be experts, but we all need to be engaged 
in the issue. 

 The school has a coordinated approach that 
looks at wellbeing support, as well as mental 
health intervention when necessary. 

Key points – the wellbeing spectrum

 Wellbeing is a spectrum and sliding scale, not a 
binary state of being, and we all move up and 
down the spectrum. 

 It is important that we all understand the 
difference between mental distress and mental 
illness. Mental distress is normal – if unpleasant 
– and can be a reaction to external events or 
internal concerns. 

 In younger children there is usually an obvious 
cause and effect; the teenage years can bring 
the first taste of distress that doesn’t have an 
obvious cause or cure – hormones, social 
interactions, pressure of exams etc.

What can mental distress look like?

Stomping up to their 
room and slamming 

the door
Answering back

Refusing to get out 
of bed

Yelling ‘you don’t 
understand!’

Spending time on 
Snapchat/their Xbox 
instead of working

Getting /wanting 
piercings and dying 

their hair

Never quite 
managing to do all 

their chores at home
Crying in their room Self-harm

Caring too much 
about their 
appearance

Ceasing to care 
about their 

appearance and 
hygiene

Refusing to answer 
your questions
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What do we do?
 It’s not always easy to tell what’s normal 

teenage development and what’s a sign of 
something more serious. 

 And however ‘normal’ it is, it’s still vitally 
important that we take this mental distress 
seriously, enabling and supporting them to 
work through it. 

 If young people fail to realise that mental 
distress is normal, temporary and treatable 
they may well assume they are one of the 
statistics – thereby making it more likely 
they will become one.

Parents – what can you do?
 With your neighbour, share your ideas 

about how you support your child when 
they are distressed. 

 It’s important for all of us to be engaged 
in the wellbeing of our young people. 

 An open and non-judgemental approach is 
the best place to start… but it’s not easy, 
especially with the people who are close 
to you (and teenagers aren’t always the 
best communicators!)

If you think your child is unhappy
 The first step is to talk to them. You can’t make them talk back, but 

it’s about showing that you are emotionally available to them. 

 Tell them that you have noticed they seem to be unhappy/not their 
usual selves etc and ask if they want to talk about anything.

 A mumbled ‘no’ is a common first response, but give them time. Just 
repeat that you are there for them if they want to talk, or offer 
alternatives – they could write it down if that felt more comfortable.

 Be available after that – walks and drives are great times for 
discussions.

 If they really don’t want to talk to you, don’t push it, but remind 
them of the other support available – through school, or the GP, or 
a family friend. While we may want our children to confide in us, the 
important thing is that they are able to talk to someone supportive.

 There is strong evidence that the presence of an emotionally available 
adult can counter all sorts of risk factors and enable people to cope 
with life’s challenges. 

If/when they open up
 Sometimes hearing that your child is unhappy can feel 

very personal – as though we have somehow caused 
it and we can feel defensive or upset. 

 However, it is better to know and support than for 
our young people to cut us off because they think we 
will be cross or disapprove.

 This does mean you may hear about things you would 
rather hadn’t happened…

 With your neighbour, share your thoughts on how 
you might respond to hearing things you would 
rather not hear.

 Nonetheless it is vital to be calm and non-
judgemental and there is a model that can help us 
remember this. 

The CARES model

 This is a triage approach that can help with 
those first encounters. 
◦ C Calm listening, non judgemental
◦ A Ask open questions and assess
◦ R Reassure and give information
◦ E Encourage professional help & self-help 
◦ S Seek support

 Let’s take each one in turn…

Calm listening, non judgemental
 This can be the difference between your 

child confiding in you or deciding not to talk 
to you at all.

 They may well have very different 
perceptions of what is happening from yours. 

 It’s very important to respect the fact that 
their perspective is valid and a genuine 
reflection of how they are feeling. Be curious 
and take them seriously.

 Being calm and non-judgemental can be hard 
in this situation, but if you can’t feel it, you 
must fake it. It’s probably the most important 
step in the whole process. 
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Ask open questions and assess
 It is essential to assess the risk that the young 

person presents and this can be done by asking 
open questions and showing genuine interest in 
what they have to say. 

 Don’t give up if they don’t answer straight away. 
Give them thinking time and continue to show 
your interest and concern, without forcing them 
to talk if they don’t want to. 

 Questions should be open – What happened 
next? How do you feel about that? What do you 
think might help? NOT “why” questions, which 
sound judgemental and accusatory. 

Reassure and give information
 Reassurance is NOT telling them that everything is 

going to be ok, or that others have it worse. It is 
showing that you understand that they are 
distressed and that talking to you is a helpful thing 
to do. 

 It’s useful to acknowledge that it must have been 
very difficult for them to talk to you. 

 At this point you can tell them that there are other 
people and other groups who can help. 

 Don’t worry if you don’t know what the answer is. 
It will help just saying “I don’t know what to do 
about this, but I can see you are upset and I know 
we can find someone who can help.”

Encourage professional help & self-help

 Referring to the GP and/or to school can 
help the young person on the path to feeling 
better, but there is a lot they can do 
themselves. 

 Self-help is not ‘pulling yourself together’, but 
is about finding genuine things that make 
things easier.  

 There are lots of useful groups and helplines 
that you can refer to. 

 One approach that is simple and easy to 
follow is the NHS Five Steps model – more 
of which later…

Seek support
 This is for your protection and is where you talk 

to someone – this could be a friend or a 
professional – if you are worried or if the 
situation impacts upon you. 

 Coming across some wellbeing situations may 
trigger your own issues and it is essential that 
you have the appropriate support to manage 
this. 

 Again, there are lots of useful resources out 
there. 

Adapting the CARES model
 Responses will be different in every situation.
 Triage just deals with the moment. 
 Longer term support can be harder because it isn’t 

always obvious what can be done, especially if it is a 
situation that can’t be ‘fixed’. 

 If they can’t or won’t talk to you there and then, keep 
channels open – remind them you are there if they 
change their mind – but don’t push or constantly ask. 

 People engage with their issues in different ways. 
 If you have concerns about what your child is telling 

you, then remember there is support for you too –
contact your GP; do an online referral through the 
wellbeing hub; tell your child’s pastoral officer.

 The ‘oil’ that maintains all our wellbeing is the 
combination of good communication and compassion.

When to seek more professional help

 Sometimes young people can’t manage 
things on their own. 

 At this point, the school can refer on for 
specific support, including mentoring, 
counselling etc.

 Much of this can also be done from home 
by parents, including referrals.

 Go to: https://infolink.suffolk.gov.uk and 
click on the wellbeing link to make a 
referral.



22/11/2018

5

Helping a friend
 You may also worry that your child is taking on 

the emotional support of their friend(s) to an 
extent that is affecting them. 

 It’s really important that students recognise – in 
themselves and their friends – the signs of 
wellbeing issues and that they know when they 
need to refer these on. 

 Role modelling good communication and good 
self-care will mean that your child will be able to 
do the same. 

 Students have been given a booklet about 
supporting friends that has some really good 
advice. Talking this through with your child would 
be an excellent way to get communication 
channels open for all sorts of things.

What can you do when you don’t 
know what to do?
 Sometimes we can’t fix it, change it or help 

someone to feel better. 
 Examples with our young people could include:
◦ Poor exam results
◦ Bereavement
◦ Friendship issues
◦ Boyfriend/girlfriend issues
◦ Hormones

 This doesn’t mean we can’t help. 
 Doing something – anything – can often provide a 

lifeline. 
 Don’t let this become about you and the fact you 

don’t know what to say. 

Some good phrases

 I’m sorry, I don’t know what to say, but I am here for 
you. 

 Well done for coming and talking about this – it 
must have been really difficult. 

 I really appreciate you coming to see me about this. 
 I understand things have been tough – would you 

like to talk about it?
 I am so sorry – I know it’s really horrible for you. 
 Is there anyone you want me to talk to about this 

for you?
 It’s about showing empathy. 

Cut them some slack
 Students who are experiencing trauma – whatever it is, and 

however trivial it might seem to us – will be affected. 

 Physiologically, anxiety and distress engage our primitive brains, 
activating the fight-or-flight instinct and cutting us off from our 
rational selves. 

 It may be that the young person genuinely cannot engage in the 
work they should be doing or do what you are expecting of them. 

 However much it feels as though they are ‘milking’ it or making 
poor choices (and there may be some who do this, though usually 
not deliberately), a calm, sympathetic but solution-focused 
response will always achieve more than loud voices or angry 
words. Don’t think attention-seeking – think attention-needing.

 This doesn’t mean you have to remove all boundaries – but explain 
how the boundaries are affected, don’t set things in stone but try 
to agree strategies together. 

One approach
 The NHS five steps is a good approach to promoting wellbeing for all. 

Focusing on these steps – for yourselves and your children – will help 
you stay healthy: 
◦ Connect – connect with the people around you: your family, friends, 

colleagues and neighbours. Spend time developing these relationships. 

◦ Be active – you don't have to go to the gym. Take a walk, go cycling or play a 
game of football. Find an activity that you enjoy and make it a part of your life. 

◦ Keep learning – learning new skills gives a sense of achievement and new 
confidence. Whether it’s learning a musical instrument or engaging in a 
crossword, it will stimulate your brain and make you feel more positive. 

◦ Give to others – even the smallest act can count, whether it's a smile, a 
thank you or a kind word. Larger acts, such as volunteering, can improve your 
mental wellbeing and help you build new social networks. 

◦ Be mindful – be more aware of the present moment, including your thoughts 
and feelings, your body and the world around you. Some people call this 
awareness “mindfulness” and it really just means paying attention to the ‘now’.  

A culture of communication
◦ Wellbeing is about being well, not just about 

dealing with people when they aren’t well. 
◦ Role modelling healthy choices and good 

communication is one of the best ways of 
supporting young people. They are acutely 
aware of what we do as well as what we say!
◦ Talk about strategies for wellbeing and healthy 

coping strategies. 



22/11/2018

6

Final thoughts
 Be self-aware – is this an issue that will trigger 

something in you? If so, you may want to talk it 
through with someone else. 

 Anticipate – we often forget that young people 
have legitimate worries, because they don’t have 
to worry about ‘real life’ stuff. But their upsets 
are deeply affecting to them and how they 
manage them now will help them cope with the 
‘real life’ stuff when they have to manage that 
too.

 Remain non-judgemental – in the face of the 
unexpected, stay as calm, neutral and 
compassionate as you can and always share and 
seek help when required. 

Resources

 There are lots of good weblinks on our 
website under parents/support and 
advice.

 School is a good resource for advice and 
support – start with your child’s tutor 
and pastoral officer.



Resources
 Stem 4: www.stem4.org.uk Teenage mental health charity aimed at 

stemming commonly occurring mental health issues at an early stage.

 Suffolk Mind: www.suffolkmind.org.uk Lots of resources on different 
conditions and situations for those affected. 

 B-eat: www.b-eat.co.uk The UK's leading charity supporting those affected 
by eating disorders and campaigning on their behalf.

 Marie Collins Foundation: www.mariecollinsfoundation.org.uk UK charity 
enabling children who suffer sexual abuse and exploitation via internet and 
mobile technologies to recover and live safe, fulfilling lives.

 Papyrus: www.papyrus-uk.org. Organisation looking at the prevention of 
young suicides.  

 SelfHarm UK: www.selfharm.co.uk. A national project to support young 
people impacted by self-harm. 

Resources
 The Samaritans: www.samaritans.org. Telephone 116123 for 

emotional support. 
 Charlie Waller Memorial Trust: www.cwmt.org.uk or 

www.inourhands.com – advice for supporting people with 
wellbeing issues.

 Charlie Waller Memorial Trust: www.cwmt.org Awareness, 
information and resources for those who are depressed. 

 Stamp Out Suicide: www.stampoutsuicide.org.uk. Points of contact 
for those feeling emotionally vulnerable. 

 Students against Depression: www.studentsagainstdepression.org. 
Information and help for anyone feeling depressed, aimed 
particularly at students. 

 Mind: www.mind.org.uk. Offering a range of material on all aspects 
of depression. Helpline Monday-Friday, 9am-5pm: 0300 123 3393.

Resources
 Campaign against Men Living Miserably (CALM): 

www.thecalmzone.net. Targeted at men aged 15-35 – helpline: 
0800 585858 Saturday-Tuesday 5pm-midnight

 Youth Health Talk: www.youthhealthtalk.org. video interviews 
with young people’s experiences of depression. 

 Mindfull: www.mindfull.org. An online service for people aged 
11-17 providing support, information and advice about mental 
health and wellbeing. 

 Cruse: www.cruse.org.uk. Bereavement care. They have a 
specific website for young people; www.rd4u.org.uk

Resources
 Anxiety UK: www.anxietyuk.org.uk. Self help and contacts for 

those with anxiety disorders. 
 No Panic: www.nopanic.org.uk. Helpline for anxiety disorders 

and panic attacks: 10am-10pm every day: 0808 138 8889
 OCD Action: www.ocdaction.org.uk. Information and support 

for OCD and related disorders such as Body Dysmorphic 
Disorder. 

 www.depressioninteenagers.co.uk. Self-help strategies for 
those with depression and/or their friends.

 Childline: www.childline.org.uk. 24-hour helpline: 0800 1111. 
Information, advice and support for young people.


