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Editorial

The Carnegie Centre of Excellence for Mental Health in Schools was launched in 2017. Over the years,
we have grown into a vibrant community focused on mental health and wellbeing, now with over 1,400
members.

Our vision is to create a community that supports and empowers school-based colleagues dedicated to
strengthening mental health and wellbeing across their whole school communities.

For this December 2024 edition, we invited our members to submit case
studies, think pieces, and research documents on 'alternative'
interventions which explore unusual ways of opening lines of
communication and building resilience in schools.

We have been overwhelmed by the response and are excited to announce that we will be publishing
contributions in both this December edition and the April edition next year.

One Mental Health lead and their school stood out with their innovative work, and we have decided to
dedicate this edition to profiling their efforts and multiple contributions.

When it comes to talking to teens about mental health, graphic novels have proven to be an
unexpectedly powerful tool. Combining engaging visuals with real-world issues, comics make complex
topics like anxiety, depression, and self-esteem more accessible and relatable.

The strength of comics lies in their ability to transform abstract emotions into something tangible.
Anxiety can be depicted as a storm cloud, while depression is shown as a weight on a character's
shoulders, making feelings that might otherwise seem too overwhelming to express and easier to grasp.
This approach helps teens connect with the material on a deeper level, recognising that their emotions
are valid and shared by others.

Dr Susan Woodshore is a teacher of Religious, Moral and Philosophical studies at the Mary Erskine
School in Edinburgh. She also runs the school’s Mental Health Ambassador Programme and has been
exploring the comic format to start conversations about Wellbeing. Her research shows that using
comics in the classroom helps to normalise conversations about mental health. By seeing characters—as
ordinary teens—face emotional struggles, students can relate to their experiences and learn that
seeking help is a strength, not a weakness. This shift in mindset can play a vital role in reducing stigma
and fostering empathy.

In the next few pages, we will profile the research from The Mary Erskine School, showcasing some of
the fantastic comic strips developed as part of this research. These strips are more than just stories—
they include thought-provoking questions designed to spark discussion in classrooms or group settings.
For example, after a comic strip titled Why Your Friend Self-Harms, students might be asked:



¢  “What do you think of Mandy’s plan to make Niki stop harming herself?”
¢ “Are Mandy and Fisher good friends to Niki? Why?”
¢ “If you found out a friend was self-harming, where could you go for support?”

These questions encourage self-reflection and create a safe space for teens to talk about mental health
openly.

The project demonstrates that graphic novels are not only an engaging way to teach teens about mental
health—they are also a tool for empowerment. Comics help break down the barriers that often
surround mental health discussions, offering a creative yet structured way to tackle important issues.

We hope you will gain insight into how these comic strips are helping students open up and reflect and
feel more confident about managing their own mental health. It is a compelling reminder that
sometimes the best way to connect is through a story—and these comics could be one key to changing
how we talk about mental health.

Finally, in our last edition, Dr Susan Woodshore talked about the impact of her delightful comic strips at
a recent Staff Wellbeing Conference. If you did not manage to read the article and the strip you can
access the edition, here , | am sure you will relate and empathise as much as | did at how relevant her
scenarios are.

Note: For future editions we will have different themes as we intend to continue to produce case studies
to shine a light on best practice.

In every edition, along with case studies we welcome Think Pieces, and any Research conducted about
how we can change culture & reframe our thinking and approaches in supporting the mental wellbeing
for our students/ staff and parents

Guest Editor

Clare Erasmus


https://www.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/research/carnegie-centre-of-excellence-for-mental-health-in-schools/working-paper-series/

How we used comics in designing a new
Mental Health Ambassador programme

Introduction

When our school’s Mental Health Ambassador (MHA) programme was brought in-house, we had the
opportunity to design something personalised and fit for the twenty-first century. We developed the
idea of writing graphic-novel-style comics based on a friendship group as one of the building blocks of
our resources. These fictional ‘friends’ could help our MHAs open discussions with younger pupils about
mental health in an entertaining and engaging way. This article explains how we constructed our new
programme, how it is going so far, and the role of the comics within an integrated set of resources.

Background

Many schools now offer some form of peer mentoring for mental health, encouraging older students to
work with and support younger students. The wide range both of models and names (from Wellbeing
Champion to Mental Health Ambassador) means it can be difficult to know what this type of programme
involves. While a growing number of providers offer educators access to training programmes for their
older students, they are often behind paywalls and their credentials can be difficult to verify.

A common model offers peer support by trained pupils through drop-in sessions for individuals (I call
this the drop-in model).

Another model offers knowledge dissemination by trained pupils through organised para-lessons for
whole classes of pupils (I'll call this the knowledge dissemination model).

Various settings also allow pupils to promote mental health and challenge stigma in other ways,
championing a positive whole-school approach (the policy model).

There is growing evidence that, if peers are given adequate training, outcomes of each type of
programme can be very successful. | Booth et al.’s recent study suggests that well-trained pupils can be
just as successful as adults at disseminating information about mental health,” while Curtin et al. assert
confidently that ‘peer education can work to improve mental health literacy’." More research needs to
be done in this area, and | hope that this case study can be a useful starting point.

Context

Our school is a 12-18 girls’ school (51-56) in Edinburgh with approximately 720 pupils, part of a wider
diamond-structure foundation. There are around 120 pupils in each year group, split into 6 classes.

For several years, the school undertook an ambitious Mental Health Ambassador programme that
combined the drop-in and knowledge dissemination models. In a competitive process, S5 students
applied, and some were selected as the MHAs for the coming year. The training and resource provision



for this programme were outsourced to an external provider. My colleague Jo MclLaren (Head of S2 and
a long-time supporter of the programme and mental health provision in our school) and | were
responsible for ongoing support for our school MHAs. Although we did not complete formal surveys of
the S2s as we were uncomfortable about undermining the existing programme, we asked for ongoing
feedback from their teachers and undertook evaluative reviews with the MHAs. We discovered a range
of problems with the content, resources and, primarily, the delivery of the messages.

The MHAs kept giving us similar feedback:

The training day was not very helpful, and they were just a bit didactic on what we should do and say.
They didn’t respond well to our questions. They treated us like children and were a bit condescending. It
was quite offensive.

A lot of the materials are delivering information that is already familiar to the pupils and the delivery
itself is challenging, with pupils often being disengaged and occasionally talking over us, even to the
extent of the form-teacher having to shout. Some of the video resources are not particularly helpful
either, when better resources are available.

Standing at the front of the class and talking ‘at’ the pupils is challenging.”

We did our best to support the MHAs in their work. We developed PowerPoints based on their training
materials to help with delivery, and made substantial changes to their lunchtime drop-in sessions,
introducing games, colouring, music and a more relaxed atmosphere. These received positive feedback.
However, more needed to be done. We wanted to create our own training, using our teaching and
pastoral skills to support the MHAs in the knowledge dissemination aspect of their programme, enabling
them to listen and talk to younger students in a meaningful way, while helping improve the mental
health literacy of both sets of students.

Finally, in 2023, the school allowed us to take the programme in-house. We now had a clean slate to
develop a new programme ourselves.

These were our aims:

e Enhance the social capital and sense of belonging for both sets of pupils through discussion-
based, inductive learning;

e Increase confidence and openness in discussing mental health and wellbeing issues for both sets
of pupils, improving mental health literacy and reducing taboos and stigma;

e Enable and empower MHAs with transferable skills of presentation, leading discussions
sensitively, and active listening;

e Enhance a sense of meaningful student voice for S5 MHAs, including delivering a whole-school
assembly and other initiatives of their choice.



Our programme design and the role of the comics

After much discussion, including with the previous year’s MHAs, Jo McLaren and | designed a new
knowledge dissemination programme (which | call our Monday programme), which would run over
seven weekly sessions, as follows.

1) Icebreakers

2) Introducing mental health

3) Self-care: biological needs

4) Self-care: mental health needs
5) Self harm

6) Friendships

7) Resilience and coping strategies

Each week’s session runs for approximately 30 minutes but is designed to be flexible. This course is
delivered by the MHAs in ‘guidance time’: part of an administrative period built into the school week
after the weekly Monday assembly, running from around 9:15-9:45 am. This is more by necessity than
design: it is the one time during the school week when both our S2 and S5 pupils are available and not in
formal taught lessons or free time.

Now that we had designed the programme structure, our next challenge was to develop resources that
would be both original and meaningful, to give the inexperienced MHAs an easy but notably ‘different’
tool to work with that could lead to positive outcomes.

Knowing from our experience what works well, we aimed to give our MHAs an inquiry-based, inductive
teaching framework that would build up younger pupils’ discussion skills and understanding naturally."
How better to do this than have a series of ‘friends’, much like one of their own friendship groups, who
together go through the experiences they are exploring in their sessions?

We initially experimented with having a series of ‘case studies or short stories about a group of friends
for classes to read and discuss with their MHAs. But these were quite dry and were not, we felt,
‘different enough’ from normal teaching resources. To make these stories more accessible and visually
appealing for all our learners, we decided to develop these into a series of comic strips using Pixton

software."

For the comic strips, | designed a friendship group, aiming to cover a range of characters from diverse
backgrounds to broadly reflect our pupil base. Due to our demographic as an independent girls’ school,
most of the characters are female, although one is non-binary (Jez), and a boy (Daniel) is a friend at
another school. While some characters feel lonely or isolated at home, they are intended to reflect a
middle-income socio-economic status and do not represent looked-after children, extreme trauma, or
those with language difficulties. Although we may want to revisit this in the future, we were keen to



focus on normalising mental health struggles in everyday situations first and wanted to avoid the
distractions of bringing ‘dramatic’ stories into too much focus.

The comics exist in printed format on cards (which are distributed to the S2 classes in each session),
booklets (which are given to the MHAs), and digitally as one among a range of resources in the on-
screen PowerPoint presentations used by the MHAs in lesson times.""

Our MHAs were inevitably going to be inexperienced teachers, and Kyriacou warns against allowing truly
‘interactive teaching’ to regress into a traditional ‘initiation-response-feedback framework’, which will
be unable to move beyond low-level thinking." To promote and maintain higher-order responses, each
comic has a set of questions that run alongside it, which gradually progress in terms of taxonomical
challenge and encourage reflective and inductive thinking. For example:

If you found out a
Are Mandy and friend was self-
Fisher good friends harming, where

What do you think
of Mandy's planto

‘'make’ Niki stop
harming herself?

to Niki? Why? could you go for
support?

We also designed a new training programme for the MHAs, aiming to give them the skills they needed
both to listen to the S2s and to lead semi-structured discussions with confidence.

The 2023-4 rollout

Over the one and a half day training course (eight hours and fifteen minutes including a one-hour lunch
break) in August 2023, we delivered a range of sessions to the new MHAs: an introduction to mental
health, active listening skills and coaching, how to lead a discussion, and how to run a lunchtime drop-in
(complete with fill-in-the-gaps scenarios). We also modelled a lesson based on ‘myth-busting,” using a
comic that we devised for their training. We then organised the MHAs into the pairs they would be
working with for the year and gave them time to plan how to deliver one of the course lessons
themselves. We encouraged them to use the comics as a basis for lesson delivery alongside
PowerPoints, lesson plans and other resources that we provided for them, but also to adopt a flexible,
semi-structured approach to their questioning. Each pair then had 20 minutes to deliver a lesson to the
rest of the group, with the S2 form teacher in attendance too. After this, we had a feedback session,
talking through what had gone well and what needed more work.

Our feedback from the course of the 2023-4 academic year includes MS forms surveys and in-person
discussions with both the MHAs and S2 pupils.



Survey 1: S5 MHAs (2023-4 cohort) who have completed the programme, Spring
2024 (9 respondents)

Figure 1: 2023-4 MHA feedback: training and
resources
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Our MHAs were mostly positive about the resources, the training, and our competence as trainers, with
a few suggesting that resources or training could have been improved further.

Figure 2: 2023-4 MHA feedback: skills and confidence
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Almost all MHA respondents said that the programme had helped them improve their skills and
confidence in a range of areas, with other responses being neutral. All the respondents said that they
felt they had made a positive difference in young people’s lives because of the programme.

Overall, this programme has had a positive impact on our S5s MHAs.

Feedback 1: An evaluative discussion with MHAs who had completed the
programme.

Compared to previous years, anecdotally the MHAs were much more positive about what they had
achieved in the Monday programme. They said that overall, the sessions worked well, and many pupils
were engaged. However, they also noted that the later sessions, for example on self-harm and
friendships, had been more successful as they were seen as less likely to repeat material that the
students already knew. They said sessions worked better when they could be informal and discussion-
based rather than relying too much on formal resources.

We also discovered that one set of MHAs, based with class 2C, had a much less positive view of the
programme than others. They seemed to feel that their class had not engaged and had a more negative
view of the morning sessions. | address this in more detail later.

Survey 2: S2 pupils who had been through our MHA programme, December 2023
(94 respondents)

This survey asked a wide range of questions, investigating the attitudes and responses of S2 students to
the Monday programme after it had been completed. It also asked students whether they had attended
the lunchtime drop-in.

Only 10 respondents (10.6%) admitted to attending lunchtime drop-in sessions, although many of these
were regular attendees. It should also be noted that many visitors to drop-in sessions were in other year
groups (as they are open to students in S1-S4). A further 44% said they might consider going to the drop-
in if they felt they needed to talk to someone, with the remainder saying they would not consider this.
The impact of lunchtime drop-ins is limited to those who voluntarily attend in an already packed extra-
curricular schedule. This further emphasises the importance of the knowledge dissemination model in
our MHA course: whereas the drop-in is in its nature opt-in, all S2 students will experience mental

health lessons led by an older peer.



FIGURE 3: WHAT WAS THE BEST THING ABOUT THE
MONDAY MHA SESSIONS?
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What was the best thing about the Monday Number of pupils
sessions?
Comics 25
Learning 13
Games/Quizzes 11
Spending time with S5s 9
Chat/Expressing selves 8
Fun/relaxing 5

This was an open question, with answers grouped and collated afterwards. The comics were named by
25 students (27%) as being their favourite aspect of the Monday programme. Although we would need
to ask further questions to be sure what they found positive about the comics, | tentatively suggest that
they were meeting their aim of engaging students, acting as a ‘way in’ to challenging subject matter, and
building their empathy and discussion skills through an inductive framework. Spending time with S5s
and being able to talk and express themselves were also key features for S2s (together amounting to 17
respondents), underlining the significance of this programme in building a sense of belonging and social
capital. The knowledge acquisition element should also not be overlooked, with 13 respondents naming
this as the highlight of the course for them.

We will aim to gather more feedback on the impact of the comics after this year’s sessions are
complete, and these categories can give us a starting point for a more formalised survey list.



Figure 4: 52 impressions of MHA Monday
programme, December 2023 (graded from 1-5)
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This shows that overall impressions of the Monday programme varied from class to class, with for
example 2A and 2B having a much more positive impression of the course while 2C and 2F were more
negative.” Views of the MHAs’ presentation and approachability were broadly in line with this,
suggesting that the MHAs themselves had a big impact on how the course was received. Views of the
resources were slightly more varied, with 2A less positive and 2C more so than expected. This suggests
that while views of the resources are more likely to be positive if the class has a positive atmosphere,
they are also a matter of personal preference. No one resource will be ideal for every learner.

Feedback 2: A discussion with 2C, a class that was seen to have not engaged well
with the programme overall.

| was keen to find out what had gone wrong with class 2C, so | visited them during a cover lesson and
asked them about their experiences with the Monday programme.

The pupils commented that they were not convinced that the MHAs had particularly ‘bought in’ to the
programme; they felt that ‘they were just doing it for their uni applications’ and that they tended to
‘read off the PowerPoint’ when they were presenting information. They also said that the MHAs kept
asking them questions even when discussion was not going well, and then the teacher tried to ‘force’
the S2s to answer, which ended up in an awkward dynamic (and the low-level learning that Kyriacou
warned of). They said they thought more flexibility would work better. Finally, they also stated that the



Friendship comic was somewhat ‘unrealistic.” In the comic, pupils end up talking to teachers to get help:
pupils in 2C said this may not always have the best outcome. In the original version of the comic, pupils
in 2C also said the characters all ‘seem to be living happily ever after’ at the end, which they also felt
was unrealistic.”

Although it should be noted that the ‘Friendships’ session overall was well-received, this valuable
feedback helped us to make some small modifications to both the training and one of the comics for this
year’s delivery.

Observations and modifications

We felt that our training in 2023-4 had been rushed and we were able to add an extra hour and fifteen
minutes to extend the training time to 9% hours.

For this year’s August training, we ensured we had more time for feedback about teaching and listening
skills and encouraging the MHAs and form tutors to ‘buy in’ to the comics and the programme. We also
ensured that in our session feedback we gave specific tips on classroom behaviour management,
volume/pitch control, and body language to help build the MHASs’ confidence.

We also edited the ending of the Friendships comic to ensure it was clear that this was not a ‘happily
ever after’ scenario, and we encouraged the MHAs to use more nuanced questions such as ‘who would
you speak to in this situation’? We emphasised in training that the group of friends in the comics are not
intended as idealised examples but merely as characters, and that questioning and critically analysing
their choices is part of the reading and reflection process.

Figure 5: original and revised endings of the ‘Friendships’ comic
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This year so far (2024-5)

This year, the number of MHAs was increased from 15 to 29 participants. Since we only need two MHAs
per form class (12 overall, plus three reserves to cover absences), we decided to divide the MHA roles
into two: 15 Guidance MHAs (responsible for the knowledge dissemination aspect of our MHA model)



and 14 Policy MHAs (responsible for whole-school policy initiatives). Both groups would continue to run
the lunchtime drop-in sessions three days a week (with an individual commitment of once or twice a
fortnight). Our MHA programme now combines all three models of peer support.

Survey 3: MHAs in August 2024 at the end of their initial training (27 respondents)

Figure 6: Percentage of MHA respondents saying the August 2024
training improved aspects of their confidence and knowledge
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We were pleased that most MHAs reported a growth in confidence and knowledge in each of these
areas and will look forward to seeing their view is still this positive by the end of the year.

Assembly

Our new Policy MHAs wrote, organised, and ran a whole-school assembly on Monday 9 September.
They chose to base their content around the idea of ‘myth-busting,” taking inspiration from the ‘myth-
busting’ training comic to film themselves and other students and teachers around school.

Figures 7 & 8: excerpt from ‘Myth-busting’ comic and still from ‘Myth-busting’ assembly presentation,
September 2024.
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Each video clip began with a student or students stating a well-known myth about a condition, and then
the ‘Myth-Busters’ gently corrected them, to great comical effect. We were delighted to see the direct
influence of our comics on this assembly, which was very well received and has been one step in
normalising a range of mental health issues and neurodivergence.

Our Policy MHAs are now producing a newsletter and poster campaign aimed at further reducing stigma
and normalising discussions around mental health. The training, including features of the comics, has
helped them to have a clear vision for their place within the school.

Survey 4: Guidance MHAs in October 2024, after 4 Monday sessions have been
delivered (11 respondents)



Figure 9: MHA views of course so far, October
2024
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These results are positive so far. This year’s training has certainly been successful, and the Guidance
MHAs are positive about their Monday sessions to date. Some have found the comics more helpful than
others, but overall, they have been a positive starting point for discussing challenging issues.

Survey 5: S2s in October 2024, after 4 sessions have been delivered (83
respondents)

Figure 10: 52 views of MHA Monday programme
so far, October 2024
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Agree 41.6 46.1 55.1 52.8 58.4
Neutral 371 43.8 29.2 23.6 25.8
Disagree 10.1 6.7 6.7 9.0 2.2
Strongly disagree 0.0 0.0 1.1 1.1 1.1

First, it is unsurprising that S2 feedback is slightly less positive than that of the MHAs.X However, we can
see that it is still broadly positive, with S2s agreeing that their MHAs are engaging and fun, getting
involved in lessons, and finding the resources different and interesting (only 6.7% saying it is not
interesting is a positive result for a Monday morning!). Likewise, 52.8% of the S2s already see the comics
as a useful way of thinking about different issues, with only 10.1% disagreeing.

It is worth bearing in mind that the aspects of the course they have done so far this year — on
introducing mental health, biological and mental health self-care — are mostly topics with which they
would be familiar. The second half of the course content — on self-harm, friendship issues, and coping
strategies — is both more unfamiliar and more challenging. | am interested to see their feedback on this
half of the course and hope that the positive start, and the familiarity of the ‘friendship group’ in the
comics, will lead to more meaningful and beneficial discussions.

Evaluation

The comics have had a positive impact on the MHA programme, both for our new Policy MHAs, through
their assembly and other activities, and for our knowledge dissemination model, which has improved
over the last two years through the Monday programme. It is difficult to separate the impact of the
comics from the programme, as the comics have become an integral part both of the training and
content delivery. This is important: no single resource could work as a stand-alone panacea in a complex
and evolving world of mental health education.

These comics, or their descendants, have the potential to be successful as one part of a robust, varied
and flexible programme for older students to deliver. The narratives relating to the “friendship group’
are simple and accessible, providing a non-threatening route to begin discussions about challenging
mental health issues such as self-harm and friendship breakdowns. Although they are not perfect and
the inductive questioning style does not work for all pupils, we hope that the rest of our programme
provides enough variety, so that each pupil has something positive that they can take away from it.

This knowledge dissemination model gives both younger and older students something that teacher-
taught lessons could not. It works because it is based on relationships, a sense of belonging, and building
horizontal social capital between students in the school. This is a powerful context for improving mental
health literacy.

Looking to the future

We have been pleased with the success of our new MHA programme to date. We continue to build on it
but feel that we now have a workable model that engages pupils.



In October 2024, as | am writing this, the school has just announced that it is going fully co-educational
in August 2026, with the girls’ and boys’ schools being absorbed into the wider foundation. While our
‘brother’ boys’ school does currently run an MHA programme, it is a ‘drop-in’ only model with a much
more basic training and no pedagogical input by the young people. This is for historic and timetabling
rather than theoretical reasons: a recent studied indicates that male students are even more likely than
females to benefit from a peer-led knowledge acquisition approach.* In any case, we now face the
challenge of creating a sustainable model that will work in a large mixed environment, possibly across 12
forms in a year group, and ensuring that we have sufficient buy-in from both sides of the new school. As
the entire timetable is also being revised, we may also need to ‘fight’ to ensure that time is available for
a new ‘Monday programme’ equivalent.

We need to persuade those involved in the merger discussions to recognise the value of our knowledge
dissemination model, in terms of social capital, confidence-building and skills acquisition for both sets of
learners involved. Since we have had such positive outcomes with our new programme to date, we think
we have the evidence base to continue to build our programme for the future. | hope that some of the
resources we have created can also be useful to readers of this article and look forward to further
discussions about how to improve peer-led support.
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Meet the friends

Mandy (she/her) Fisher (she/her) Margot (she/her)

Jez (they/them) Arty (she/her)

Danny (he/him)




She likes Netflix, blending interesting fruit smoothies,
and still secretly has a whale plushie in her bed. Her
favourite subject is Drama, but she’s not so keen on
friendship drama.

Mandy has always enjoyed school, but S2 seems like a
big deal. Suddenly there are lots of other people to
worry about, subject choice coming up soon and
tensions with her parents - she's an only child.

Jez has been friends with Mandy since P1. Jez is
currently gender exploring. They came out as
non-binary last year and feel most comfortable with
they/them pronouns but they're not sure that's where
they will always be. Their parents are supportive but
have also said they think it’s just a phase.

Jez loves coding and gaming and dreams of being a
professional gamer but worries that they are not doing
well enough in Maths. They have two older sisters and
hate getting hand-me-down clothes as they are both
very ‘girlie".

Meet Fisher. She is a hockey girl and everyone thinks
of her as popular and funny. Everyone wants to be like
Fisher. Everyone vies for her attention, and whenever

she posts anything she gets hundreds of comments.

Margot joined the scheol at the start of 52 having just
moved back to Scotland. She has lived in several
different countries across the world for the last 5 years
and has gone to international schools. She has been
looking forward to settling down in Edinburgh now her
Dad’s job has changed.

She's glad she is finally in a city where she can get out

more. She's locking forward te finding her freedom.

She has a younger brother in P7 but mostly ignores him

these days.

0\ &1

She has been friends with Jez and Mandy forever, She
likes that people care about what she thinks but
sometimes wonders if people talk about her behind her
back. At home, her older sister has just left for
university so she now just lives with her Mum most of
the time.
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Niki joined at the start of S1and became good friends
with Fisher, Margot and Jez. She plays on the hockey A
team with Fisher and has a great sense of humour. She
posts a lot of hilarious content on social media and she
isn't afraid to speak up in class if things seem unfair, or
just in general. Other people think she always knows
what to say.




Niki gets good marks in most subjects without even
seeming to try. At home, she has a sisterin S3and a
brother in P7.

At the start of S2 Arty suddenly seems to be edging
towards Mandy and her friends all the time. She sits
near Niki in choir and she plays the oboe: she always

No-one really knows Arty. It's short for Artemis,
‘because my parents are weird’, she tells people. She
seems to have been around for years: Mandy

bers her in P4. But she's a bit quiet and most | seems to be doing music things.

people don’t seem to know much about her.

Danny is at SMC but he’s an honorary member of the
friendship group. He likes baking and Motocross
racing. He lives a few doors down from Mandy but
these days they mostly talk on video chat or IM. He has
a twin sister, Betty, who is in another class and has a
totally different friendship group.

Danny has always been there for Mandy, Jez and Fisher

and is a good person to talk to. So now you've met

me and my friends.

I'm hoping for a nice
quiet year. Let's see
what happens.




Introducing Mental Health

Monday morning. Jez and Mandy have just arrived
at school.

Hey
Margot, how
was your

So then weekend?
| got this new

game on the VR and
| was like... yes!

When will It
they be back? was fine T
There's nothing to do thanks. e uh/ayh
here and ne-one to go you told her how
out with. it was, it was too

did | say this
@ ’ -~

@

wr

i
i‘-'i‘
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Small group discussion questions:

Do people ask you about how you are? Do you ask other people
how they are?

Can ‘checking in’ with people make a difference to your day?
How was Margot’s weekend?

Why doesn’t she tell the truth? Does it matter?

Why do they find Arty embarrassing?

How do you think she is feeling?

Did anyone do anything wrong here?




When your friend self-harms

Ok She’s been kind of You
s0 you wanted I'm quiet recently, and know she
to talk... what's worried she's always so covered self harms,
up? about Niki... up. Like she always right?

wears long sleeves even
when it's really hot...

1 don't get it. She's this
beautiful awesome person.
But how could anyone do
that to themselves? Like
she actually... eugh | can’t
even think about it!

I'm really worried
about her but our
hockey coach said it
was ok and she knew
about it, She said that
Niki's not trying to
hurt herself, it's more
she's trying to solve a
problem. | didn't know
what she meant.

Yes, I've been
trying to keep a
close eye on her
to stop her
doing it. But |
feel like it just
makes me more
distant.

I'm going
to talk to Margot
about this. She seems
pretty wise.

still need to find a
way to stop her. Now.
Before it gets any
worse,

That evening...

That At first | She was
must have hought i in here for ages. |
It's not thought it was my ¢
your job to stop b‘een,awful. ! fault, like | was a bad know what's
didn't know. g —\ sister-figure going on.

her. | saw it with my
cousin | used to
live with.

for her.




| Hurting yourself is not a good solution, and it's never

| the only optien, but it brings temporary relief.

| Sometimes people feel it's the only way to cope.
Stopping her from doing it would make things worse.
It wasn't my job, and none of this was my fault.

But one day we spoke about it. She told me how it felt | It's as if everything is caving in on you, so much pain,
and | could understand it. you can't deal with your emotions.

foondher’s She's been
. taking these digital
counsellor, who said to : 4
art classes online. She's

try something she
really enjoys. )\ actually pretty good.

15 minutes later

She
made this. , Butart It's not y
is the one thing about that. Come 5 Where | S Fren

What d sheisreally @& i 1
@ TuL Niki doesn't like. That out to the park and W lived in the US, we

talented. 3 y
imagine you as

won't help her. 4 I'll show you. had a skate park like 4 ool ekater
the one over chick
there...




e ¥ ey

Actually | o B So Niki needs to find her skate
. | & ; You just 8 | park, something that she enjoys
was really bad. | | That's got about two years, it enjoyed it anyway. “ that can help her work through

Wt 1:::;532‘3“ to hurt. was my favourite thing | ¢ taok you away from things in a better way. She also
D to do. Every day. everything else. needs to know her friends are
> there for her and not judging.
Her mind is doing enough
| ! judging by itself...
A
» » »
2

A

|
h
y

-y ' -'L VA

TN ‘l “ ,
ety (7
¥ "4‘ ‘1‘ ]

‘ f I've been having a hard time,
. = B Itmeansa [PZ : £ but our hockey coach and
o Ivs We're here for e : =, - MST know now, and they
nl;:lgk_to' f:ar'l,g you if you want Mg \ — = ‘ < are helping me find some
out Niki. It'sbeen § to talk, butit’s NN == { N B\ ways to deal with it. It's
a while. fine if you don't. AN \ _ 2 SR N § really nice just to spend time
We're here for - ‘ / /) \ /| with you. I'm still me.
whatever ‘

Small group discussion questions:

¢
¢
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Why do people self-harm?

What do you think of Mandy’s plan to ‘make’ Niki

stop harming herself?

How do you think someone who is self-harming

feels?

What do they need from their friends?

What does resilience mean to you?

Are Mandy and Fisher good friends to Niki? Why?

If you found out a friend was self-harming, where can you go for support?




Self-care: biological needs

Maths test results day I

| scraped
a B! Sorelieved...
how about you?

Hockey practice.

She’s
not picking

You know
I keep it to myself.
Have you seen
Fisher?

Ok, new me starts now
with this warm up. They
have to put me on the
team when they see how
well | do tonight!

It's not
just the Maths:

she’s not on the A-team

for this week’s

She
was at the
toilets. She looked
kinda bad.

The lesson’s
about to start, |
don’t have time to go
and find her...

Later that day... I

Hey,
| was looking
for you at lunch.
You ok?

b\ /
fijq
 Meanwhil...|

Meanwhile...

Not great.
Failed Maths. But
sorry | have hockey. |
need to go!

Ow.
This is not
happening. So
tired.

You need to
eat
sweetheart.
You looked so
pale before.
And after that,
time for bed.




Midnight.

So
many new
messages...

The next day.

Sorry
I'm late... we
got stuck in
traffic...

N AN 4
Must... finish...
homework... need to
go to Maths drop-in
tomorrow... need to
fix the Hockey...

Oh
hey there...
yeah I'm good
thanks... You?

Are you
coming to lunch
today? We've hardly
seen you this week.

Sorry |
don’t have time.
I’'m not hungry

it?

Small group discussion questions:
¢ Why is Mandy worried about Fisher?
¢ What do you think might be happening to her?
¢ Why is Fisher so tired at school?
¢ Whatisthe impact of Fisher’s behavior?
¢ What does Fisher need? Who can help her?
¢ Does any of this seem familiar to you? What can we learn from
¢




Self-care: mental health needs

| like Edinburgh
and my new
friends here, but
the school work is
a lot and Niki and
Fisher are quite
intense. Things
aren’t great with
my parents either.

It's nice
to be out. I'm
finding everything a
bit stressy at the
moment.

What,
i I already? But
I'm going to this will be
bed. fun.

shall we go
back on that new

How Mandy dealt with exam stress in Sl...

too loud. This
lesson is too
much.

guys are a bit much
sometimes. And
school is so busy.

Yeah those

I'm doing this
new detox
where | shut
down my
screens an
hour before |
want to sleep.

Time-out
please.

You seem
pretty chill though.
What do you do when
things are stressy?

Well
that was lame.
Who goes to bed

Hm...
exam time in
Slwas
interesting...

Give her a

break Fisher. She's

been stressed about

the exams.

It feels so much better
just to be in a different
room for a minute. I'll

just draw something to
help calm me down...




at this so long the
facts have stopped

... So
the best way to
deal with stress is
different for
everyone.

For me,
| think it's
spending time with
friends and playing
basketball.

It’s about
perspective too.
Those exams
were not a big
deal for life.
Even work later
on in school - it's
not everything...

When | said

work with you'!
Let's go outside
this lunchtime.

going in... ‘take a break’ | But...
didn’t mean yeah ok
‘bring your you're right.

Ok that’s
a lot of wisdom for
one day Mandy. Now
can we play?

Small group discussion questions:

¢

¢

* o

Are there times that have been particularly stressful for you
since the start of S17?

Are there certain times at school that you think will

put pressure on your mental health and wellbeing?

How are the different characters dealing with stress?

Are they being good friends to each other?

What helps you when you are feeling overwhelmed?




Friendships: A week

Another Monday morning...

| love

: . | went Ok
it here! This
! out for a walk ird! W Not
Oh Too was a great idea in the woods. \?;eslrci.Ok a)s with Arty
hey Mandy, we busy for POSY® A and Margot?

didn't see you at
the weekend.

us?

Aren't And so Maybe you

- d Er .
they a bit... I'm ; it's not like | felt really bad. | need to think
you know... | notsure "‘\"Y Y;;hb';r‘::’sla that.. feel asif I've upset | about who
even washes...\ sl 9 everyone. your friends
9 : are. You know
I've always got
your back. J
= > N Lunchtime...
I'm sorry. | said

Yeah. This
has been going on
long enough. | need
to make it right.

the walk was
boring because
| was scared of
Niki. | really
like hanging
out with you.

know. We need
friends we can

you even
like us?




Jezis
the only one on my
side. They say | need to
decide who my
friends are.

And
who do you
want to be friends
with?

Niki can
be mean. She
laughed at Arty in choir
and prodded her in
her solo.

Oh, she
said she was
laughing at the words
and only nudged her to
say well done.

But you
believe Arty... that
says something about
your friendship right
there...

what did Niki
say about it?

Monday evening

Tuesday lunchtime, MHA room
Niki and
me have never
been that close. This and Jez have been
is more about friends for as long as |
Fisher. can remember...

But
she's
changed. And Hi Safi.
so have | Can we talk? | have
some issues with my
friends right now.

You, Fisher

Hey
Mandy. Yes of
course, that’s what
I'm here for.

sounds to me
like you need some

outside advice

e mdier | ant i .
friends for so 33, 7o) wehiota i bl sy sounds like t;\yem I 'usgt sa my MST and the
> friendship around Arty and know what J Y deputy head

long, but she’s , ' YO o the wrong

g, bu group fell Margot. I'm lucky I've need : really helped me
got Niki now J youneed. thing. And now
and | fust feel apart. | was so got Jez. I've really upset learn how to be
" e upset. But honest with my
like we've here | am. Arty and friends...
grown apart.




Wednesday. Outside the deputy head's office...

Is this a

make things
worse?

good idea? Can
she help me or will it

’

(= o .
It sounds as if
everyone would
benefit from better
communication.
Maybe if | organise
a meeting for your
friends it would

help get things out

in the open?

"
try anything
right now.
Everything is going
wrong...

Are
you ready
to do this?

That was

so awkward. |
didn’t know she
felt that way.

At least it's in
the open now.
We don’t need
her anyway. If
she wants to be
with them, let
them do their
thing.

Later that day... |

| actually liked
what the deputy
head said about
how we don’t
have to be
friends with
everyone but we
can still be civil.

| liked how she
said we all have a
voice in this.
Look, | know you
will miss being
friends with
Mandy. But we
all move on.

Nikki seems happier with this situation than Fisher is.

Do you think this situation is stable now?

Thanks for
understanding.
You wait til Jez
arrives: they
will show you
how to play!

More
fun than
gossiping by the
lockers, right?

Meanwhile... Mandy knows this isn't going to fix
everything but it is one step forward.

Small group discussion questions:

How do you think Mandy is feeling at the start?
What would you do if you were Mandy (be honest)?

How do you think Mandy needs to fix her friendship situation?

¢

¢ How do you think Arty and Margot are feeling?
14

¢ What do you think Mandy should do?

¢

¢ Why could going to Safi help?

¢ Is goingto the deputy head a good idea?

14

How do you think they are all feeling at the end




Coping Strategies: Just right & too much

Sometimes
| feel sad that |
don't see my Dad
any more.

| like
to watch funny
TikToks when | miss
him. It helps me
relax.

Margot

| often
struggle with
loneliness in my
new home...

| struggle
with self-harm
and depresssion.

But now
we've got a new
puppy, Max. | love
spending time
with him.

But my
Mum tells me |
spend too much time
online. It’s not fair.

And I've been
messaging the kids who
used to bully me. I'm
going to teach Max to
attack them on sight.

NN N

this great wellness
influencer and | find her
so inspirational...

No-one
could ever really be
like that. Sometimes |
feel even worse about
myself.



I don't improve
my scores every day |
will be a failure...

| worry
about my
body image.

| love
doing a home

workout with my

new fitness app!

No
more cake

So I've
got a new plan

for healthy food
and routines.

I know |
don't eat healthily,
and sometimes | get
too tired.

I'm taking time to

help others each

week. I'm going to "
visit this care home [
with my mother. |

I get
$0 anxious
sometimes, my friend
advised me to think i
about others more. =

| just
hope | don't

have to talk to
anyone here...

W Bl g 1)

I'm " Hey,
I'm determined
sometimes too ! me me me
shy and people to b more confident | first! Out of the

and assertive from

overlook me. now on.



Small group discussion questions:
¢ Arethese strategies good?
¢ What do we need to consider to use them in balance?
¢ What strategies work for you




