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group at school
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Mental illness in a parent can harm children, but the effects 
are preventable 

A child or young person whose parent suffers a mental illness has a 70% chance 
of either developing that illness or related problems, such as high 
levels of anxiety and depression, guilt and social isolation, and loss of 
education. These effects are largely preventable.  

 

School staff are often aware of parental mental illness but feel ill-equipped to 
address it because they feel they don’t want to ‘open that can of worms’, or they 
say ‘I am not trained to deal with this and I already have too many issues to deal 
with’. This means that they have to deal with the fallout in behavioural problems 
and academic success. Our work is aimed at helping schools to address this 
group of children and young people (typically eight in each class of 30) with 
awareness-raising to give confidence, resources to assist the staff in making it 
safe and engaging to talk about, and training to help staff engage with the family 
and the young people. School may also be the only place where these children 
and their problems can be recognised and helped. Small changes will make a big 
difference and a whole school approach is the best one. The affected children 
and young people will initially be reluctant to disclose their family situation 
because of fear of bullying, stigmatisation and referral social services, but will do 
so if they feel it is safe. 

Our experience tells us that one of the most helpful support systems in school 
is the establishment of a young carers’ group, which includes them. It is 
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important as it enables young people to gain support from and connect with 
their peers, allowing the experiences of others to inform and help with issues 
they themselves may be facing. A safe quiet space to get together creates a 
sense of belonging and counteracts the ‘feeling alone’ problem. Efforts will 
have to be made to understand the needs of children of parents with a mental 
illness as they have specific needs and sensitivities.  
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Phase  1   
Setting up a young carers’ group and identifying possible 
attendees 

1. Arrange meeting with senior management 
Identify what you need by way of support from senior management, for 
example, a space in the school to meet, times to meet and perhaps a small 
budget for resources, communication and awareness-raising to ensure 
support from all staff. 
 

2. Identify suitable adult(s) to run the group 
This can be any member of staff who has an interest in the emotional and 
social support for students. They should be trustworthy, empathetic and 
have done some training to help them understand and interact confidently 
with children of a parent with mental illness (COPMIs), that COPMIs can 
relate to. They may have previous experience of similar situation or an 
interest in young carers. 
 

3. Safeguarding 
Close liaison should occur between the identified safeguarding officer 
and the chosen group facilitator. 
 

4. Secure a suitable location for the meetings 
A comfortable meeting space where you are not going to be disturbed and 
that can’t be overlooked by other students is essential. 
 

5. Allocate a time and a space 
In our experience, it needs to be during school time, lunchtime or early 
morning, as young carers may be unable to stay after school due to 
responsibilities at home. It is suggested that sessions are more frequent at 
the start (weekly) and then fortnightly once the group is up and running. It 
is also suggested that the sessions are rotated so that students do not miss 
the same lesson each week. 
 

6. Train staff and raise awareness before you set the group up 
 

7. Identify the affected children and young people 
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We have found that COPMI are reluctant to disclose their situation and 
therefore a universal approach is best. We recommend a whole school 
approach and starting with an assembly on mental health to include 
parental mental illness and how this might impact the children. Involve 
heads of year, school nurse, mental health lead and pastoral staff in 
thinking about who might be in this group and how to engage them. Most 
frontline school staff such as tutors, class teachers, teaching assistants 
and special needs staff will be aware of the children and young people. It is 
useful to have a process for gathering data about the family and home 
situation of each student as they enter the school as you will have an easier 
conversation with the family and the student if this is disclosed upfront. 
You may also have information from student records, contact with social 
services, and health service staff (e.g. GP or psychiatrist) who will be aware 
of the diagnosis of a parent, the family situation and any additional 
responsibilities that the child has. 
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Phase  2  
Raising awareness about the group throughout the school 

1. Communicate details of group with staff during staff briefing 
Get an opportunity at a staff meeting or training session to provide a 
description and purpose of group, name of group facilitator, location and 
frequency of the meetings.  
 

2. Put posters on notice boards in the staff room and on student 
notice boards 

3. There are some template posters on the Our Time website 
(https://ourtime.org.uk/resource/schools-posters/). 
 

4. Have an assembly on mental health/young carers/resilience and 
include parental mental illness: 

 

“There are some young people who, for whatever reason, may have had to take 
on more responsibility at home. For example, this may be cooking, cleaning, 
looking after a parent who is unwell, supporting another parent, sorting out 
tablets, monitoring parents’ health, thinking about them at school, missing 
school to look after them, going to appointments with them, giving them 
emotional support or looking after siblings. 

You might not do any of these things, but perhaps your parent doesn’t get out 
of bed or is really unhappy or crying all the time. 

Sometimes your mind might be wandering in class because you are worried 
about what’s going on at home, what’s not going on at home or worrying about 
your parent’s safety. 

You might be very tired in class due to lack of sleep. A lot of young people don’t 
identify themselves as carers, but they may worry a lot about their parent. 

If you are interested in finding out a bit more about this, then speak to an adult 
in school that you trust or come and speak to me.” 
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You could also introduce ideas using a film, such as Jas’s Story or another 
video provided on Our Time’s website. 

5. Offer information about the group in tutor time 
Describe the purpose of the group, the practical details such as location, 
time and encourage students to take advantage of the support. Remember 
this group do not see themselves as needing support and fear disclosure, 
so you will have to tread carefully but do encourage them. 
 

6. Offer access to resources 
Point students in the direction of reliable sources of information to help 
them think privately about their situation and what help they can get from 
our website (www.ourtime.org.uk). 
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Phase  3  
Initial session with young carers’ group 

1. Offer refreshments to make the students feel comfortable and 
make it feel different to a teaching and learning space – they may refuse 
refreshments at the start but accept part way through, so refreshments 
should be self-served and accessible. 
 

2. Introductions – Maybe use a simple ice-breaker such as throwing a ball 
to help everyone introduce themselves giving their name and their year 
group. Ideas for games can be found in our Resources section of the 
website. 
 

3. Tell students that this will not be like other group sessions in 
school – it is voluntary participation: students are invited to a session and 
they can attend or decline when they want to. There will be no register and 
emphasise that it is their group. 
 

4. Introduce the nature of the group, that all the students there have 
something in common with each other, that they all care for someone at 
home even though it may be in different ways and their responsibilities 
may be different. Clarify expectations and explain what a carers group is 
for and how they might use it. 
 

5. Explain to the students how the group will run, i.e. when, where, how 
often, with whom. 
 

6. Confidentiality and disclosure of personal information 
Describe how the sessions will go and how they can influence the 
focus or content and emphasise that they can talk about their 
situation at home if they want to but they won’t be pressured into sharing 
anything unless they wish to do so. 
 

7. Agree group rules and discuss confidentiality.  
Group confidentiality is of high importance. You need to ensure that this is 
made very clear: “We [the adults] can’t promise that anyone in this room 
won’t share details but we encourage you not to, as you will all help each 
other more if you don’t. As adults, we won’t share any details unless there 
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is a risk that someone might get hurt and then we have to step in to 
safeguard the young person. The ideas that come up can be discussed 
outside the group but without mentioning any personal details and it is 
advisable not to talk about others’ experience, but its ok to talk about your 
own experience.” 
 

8. Explain again why all the young people have come together as a 
group and the common thread, show a short film (in Resources section of 
the Our Time website) and ask if anyone would like to share their story 
and talk about who they look after. 
 

9. Arrange the next session with the students, tell them how they will be 
informed about the details of the session and how their exit from class will 
be arranged. 
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Phase  4  
Moving forward 

Subsequent sessions: 

1. You can decide as a group whether you want to keep the same 
format each session 
It is useful to start with what’s gone well this week and what hasn’t gone so 
well, what’s on your minds, using a round system to ensure quiet people 
have the opportunity to speak if they wish, but no pressure. Move on if they 
have nothing to say. Perhaps offer the floor to one person each week, or 
share in pairs if it feels too intimidating in a large group. Collect themes 
and summarise to help the group to think together and offer ideas or 
support as appropriate.  
 

2. Introduce themes for the sessions 
Ask the group for themes but have some in reserve, for example 
finding out more about a specific mental illness using Google, encourage 
participants to be the experts and give advice to each other. Focus some 
sessions on topics such as, looking after yourself, identifying triggers for 
stress, using arts and crafts or sports to increase self-confidence and self-
esteem.  Talk about how to engage with professionals, issues leaving 
school, dealing with teachers, bullying, online behaviour etc. Have a 
session about managing emotions, how to get help from adults in the 
school and helping them to understand your situation. You may want to 
split the students up into age groups to help them to open up about issues 
that concern them in particular. 
 

3. Introducing an expert to the group 
It could be a school nurse, psychologist or a psychiatrist to answer the 
students’ questions. 
 

4. Invite ex-members of the group to share their story and answer 
questions if possible. 
 

5. Invite school staff members to share their story if they wish to do so. It 
is likely that some teachers will have lived in this situation themselves. 
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6. If possible, consider ways to have fun together 
Some groups organise evening social events, trips to the cinema, theatre 
or activities such as drawing, painting, music, sport etc. 
 

7. Consider introducing a peer mentoring scheme for more established 
groups where an older student mentors newcomers. 
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Suggested resources and activities 

 

1. Designing group postcards for when students are not able to attend a 
session e.g. a ‘thinking of you’ card 
 

2. Cooking 
 

3. Games 
 

4. T-shirt and bag painting 
 

5. Meditating 
 

6. Making a short film 
 

7. Arranging weekends away 
 

8. Arranging afterschool trips 
 

9. Arts and crafts 
 

10.Google a mental illness, and research including the Our Time website 
and other related websites 
 

11. Creating activities based on calendar holidays and festivals, e.g. Easter 
and Eid 
 

12. Friendship bracelets 
 

13. Giving advice to each other 
 

14. Encourage group members to lead a session 
 

15. Yoga 
 

16. Workshops (e.g. managing stress) 
 

17. Inviting an expert to a session to answer the students’ questions 
 

18. Celebrating birthdays and successes 
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Introducing new members to the group 

1. When introducing a new member to the group meet them 
individually through the link person to explain what the group is and invite 
them to attend and observe and to join in if they feel like it (no obligation to 
talk). 
 

2. The facilitator should take responsibility for introducing new 
members to the group. 
 

3. Introductions help new students to introduce themselves and find a way 
to get the existing students to introduce themselves in a fun way which will 
break the ice. Ask someone to explain what happens in the group, where it 
happens, how often etc. 
 

4. It is of upmost importance at this point to revisit the concept of 
confidentiality and re-state the group rules. Make it light but clear. 
 

5. Ask one or two group members to briefly share their story, they can 
say as little or as much as they want. There is no pressure to disclose 
anything they feel uncomfortable sharing. 

Monitoring and evaluation 

1. Keep short notes after each session, noting down any observations or 
concerns about individuals in the group and any of the themes and 
activities of each session. 
 

2. Use the participants’ ideas to structure future sessions. 
 

3. Note down and follow up any safeguarding issues, any concerns 
raised by the students during a session. 
 

4. If necessary, offer 1:1 sessions and liaise with home if necessary 
and appropriate. 
 

5. If a group member has not attended for two or more sessions and 
you are concerned about them, follow this up. 
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Phase  5  
Managing endings and closing the group/handing over 

Students leaving 

1. As each student leaves, celebrate it with group activities such as 
group photos, collages, friendship bracelets etc. that they can take away 
with them. 
 

2. Discuss any worries and concerns that the student may have about 
leaving and what they will do to cope. 
 

3. Discuss with the student how they will identify that they need 
support and where they can get it. 
 

4. Revisit tips on how to look after themselves. 
 

5. Support graduating students with decisions about their future. 

Staff leaving and joining 

1. Allow students enough time to process and say their goodbyes, 
don’t leave it to the last session. 
 

2. Ensure there is an overlap with new staff if possible. 

3. Ensure new staff are fully briefed. 

Closing the group 

1. If the group has to close, ensure that there is enough time for members 
to process it. 

2. Ensure the students know where to go for support. 

 

Material for this unit produced in partnership with: Gemma Blackmore, Mel McMahon and Anita Frier-  
Stoke Damerel Community College 
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