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OUR MINDS OUR VOICES

A youth-led consultation exploring  
the mental health and wellbeing  
issues of young people in Oldham
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Introduction 
What is an opportunity area?  
An opportunity area is a “cold spot” across England, where social mobility is 
at its lowest and opportunities to excel are few and far between. In 2016/17, 
the government announced 12 opportunity areas, including Oldham, 
committing £72 million to the programme.
Opportunity areas see local partnerships formed with early years providers, 
schools, colleges, universities, businesses, charities and local authorities to 
ensure all children and young people have the opportunity to reach their full 
potential.
A key aim of an opportunity area is to build young people’s knowledge and 
skills, that will help them to gain the best start in life, no matter what their 
background. Ensuring all children can access high-quality education at every 
stage is critical; furthermore, the focus of the Oldham opportunity area will 
not just be to help inside schools, but to create opportunities outside school 
that will raise sights and broaden horizons for young people.
One of the priority areas of the Oldham delivery plan (2017) is to recognise 
and address the challenges young people face with mental health and 
emotional wellbeing, particularly in the school and college environment.
Data suggests there is a significant link between emotional health and 
mental wellbeing issues and performance in the classroom. Previous 
consultations with young people on the factors that hold them back highlight 
that concerns raised most often  are the increasing impact of poor mental 
health and wellbeing on their learning. This echoes the views of school and 
college leaders who state a focus must be directed on the high rate of sub-
clinical mental health issues.

“We will commission new qualitative research to understand young people’s 
own views on the barriers to their success and how to remove them. This will 
give us a starting point for measuring what we achieve in Oldham.”
(Oldham opportunity area delivery plan, 2017)
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Background 
Oldham Youth Service was commissioned to research  
what emotional health and mental wellbeing currently  
looks like in schools

This was created by adopting an end-to-end youth leadership approach, 
which would ensure that young people are not having a solution developed 
for them, but are part of developing the solution themselves. 
This approach extended to young people being trained and accredited to 
deliver the consultation themselves alongside using their knowledge and 
lived experience to engage other young people. 
The peer-to-peer model enabled the young people to be fully embedded 
into the success of the consultation, as without their capacity to build 
relationships, it would be difficult to gain a real insight into the problems that 
young people face with their mental health and emotional wellbeing  
in schools.
The consultation was designed specifically for the environment and culture 
of schools due to several findings from the 2017 MH:2K report. This report 
identified that for young people in Oldham, many of the mental health 
challenges they face are centred around the school environment, which can 
increase stress and put too much pressure on young people. This can be 
exacerbated by the difficulty young people face in accessing mental health 
support services, both externally and within the school environment itself. 
Some of the findings of the MH:2K report identify that bullying, social media 
and the pressures of exams are all factors that can increase and even cause 
stress and anxiety and in turn, can by themselves cause mental health 
problems in young people.
There is clear evidence that schools and colleges can and do play a vital role 
in identifying mental health needs at an early stage. Through collaborative 
working with other agencies they can offer early support to young people 
experiencing mental health and wellbeing worries. 

https://www.involve.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/MH2K-Oldham-Summary-Report.pdf
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Recruitment and design
Our Minds Our Voices began with the recruitment of over 60 
young people from secondary schools across Oldham, ensuring a 
diverse range of young people became involved in the design and 
implementation of the consultation. Reaching out to all the high 
schools across the borough ensured representation from each of the 
six districts within Oldham. 
Although there was no formal interview process, schools were asked to 
identify young people from a wide variety of backgrounds including:

•  Young people in local authority care

•  Young people disengaged from the classroom

•  Young people from a variety of ethnic backgrounds

•  Young people with personal experiences around mental health  
and emotional wellbeing

•  Young people fully embedded well within the school structure 

•  Different age ranges 

The differences in ages, backgrounds and experiences ensured that the 
peer researcher’s group was representative of the diversity of young people 
in the Oldham area. 
This model of consultation design allowed young people to direct the 
consultation towards the lines of inquiry they felt were most important 
and so ensured that young people had leadership over the project. Peer 
researchers explored these issues and worked together to identify six  
areas they felt could be investigated further.
With the focus of the consultation decided, the peer researchers chose to 
conduct the consultation in the form of a survey, which they felt was the 
best way of gathering large amounts of quantitative evidence, then from this 
data, they would conduct a number of focus groups. Young people produced 
the survey and had responsibility for the questions asked, the demographic 
information needed and the layout.
Focus groups allowed for the opportunity to explore the results of the  
survey. It further enabled the chance to ask questions that illuminated 
the survey responses, giving reasons why instead of just a simple yes/no 
answers. This process of data collection allowed us a full-spectrum analysis 
of the responses given by young people, using both quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies.
Focus groups were also used to gain recommendations on how we can 
change the school physical and cultural environment, empowering young 
people to make choices about what they want the future provision of mental 
health services in their school to look like.
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Delivery of the consultation
The survey was delivered by young people to schools across Oldham. 
These consisted of five high schools and a further 20 primary schools. 
Primary schools were selected based on them being in the same cluster as 
the high schools, which meant that it is likely that their year 6 cohort will be 
the new year 7 cohort for the 2019/2020 academic year. 
This delivery model was designed to ensure a comprehensive coverage 
of all districts in Oldham, which would mean that the sample reflected the 
experiences of a diverse range of young people. Schools from all districts in 
Oldham were surveyed.

The Consultation
• 25 schools involved
• 95 young people involved as peer researchers
• 2083 survey completions
• 961 young people involved in focus groups
• 1969 young people involved from Primary Schools
• 1046 young people involved from Secondary schools
•  A total of 3005 young people involved in the consultation

Findings
The following sections represent the findings and the recommendations from 
the peer researchers. It takes each of the researcher’s priority categories in 
their order.
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STUDENT VOICE 
What the consultation revealed.. .

• 90% of young people felt their voice was not 
listened to within their school
Young people have indicated that they feel they have no real say in 
policies and procedures that are implemented within their school.
Young people do not feel like they are consulted on any changes that 
may affect them. 
Young people say that they do not feel fully engaged with the life of 
school and its culture.

• 75% of children and young people are aware of 
their school council and what it does
Many of the young people consulted in the focus groups stated that 
they feel their school council did have a role, but were unsure of how 
effective they were.
School councils are very common across most schools in Oldham, 
with almost every school involved in the survey having one.
However young people were not always aware they had a school 
council and, even if they were, they were not always sure about what 
they did.

The development of a programme 
within schools for children and young 

people to get involved in shaping 
and influencing the school’s mental 
health approach – A Mental Health 

Ambassadors, programme.

Students said...

10
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• 60% of children and young people felt that their 
school council did not represent them
Pupils often felt that people on the school council came from a 
different demographic background than they did. 
Young people do not feel that they would be able to get on their school 
council, so feel disengaged with it.
Young people believe that school councils are good, but are not 
always being used to their full potential.

• Primary school children were 20% more likely  
than young people in secondary school to  
feel positively about the performance of their 
school council
Pupils in primary school more often than not feel that their school 
council is effective.
Children in primary school who are involved with their school council 
feel very positively about the effectiveness of it. 

Students said...

Students said...

More opportunities for young 
people to be involved in school 
councils and ensure that it is 
more accessible to a diverse 

range of young people.

School policies being co-produced 
with children and young people 

and ensure that they are regularly 
reviewed and updated. 
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BULLYING  
IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS
• 60% of secondary aged students either know  

someone who has been bullied, or have been  
bullied themselves 
Bullying has been listed as one of the biggest concerns young people 
have when talking about their mental health in schools.
Young people often feel that only serious cases will be dealt with,  
and due to this they find themselves not wanting to tell teachers.
Young people have suggested that bullying is a major problem in  
high schools. 

• 58% of secondary aged students feel  
that bullying is not dealt with well in 
their school
Young people have reported that they feel  
bullying is not taken seriously enough in  
their school.
Due to this they feel that if they report the issues  
it puts them at risk of further bullying before the  
problem is dealt with. There is a strong belief  
amongst young people that bullying is part of  
everyday life in high school.

• 50% of secondary aged students have experienced  
some form of cyber bullying 
Young people have stated that bullying does not just stop at school, 
there is no escape due to the use of social media sites. 
Due to the nature of online messaging, it can be difficult for young 
people to gather evidence and proof of things that have been said. 
Cyber bullying often causes young people to feel trapped and alone.
Primary school children have experience of bullying, but find it  
easier to address due to them being in the same class, with the  
same teacher.
Children do feel confident enough to speak out about bullying – 
whether it is happening to them or happening to someone they know. 

The schools anti-bullying policy  
to be regularly reviewed and  

co-produced with children  
and young people.

Children and young people to be 
notified of what will happen when they 

report bullying – so there is a clear 
process of actions, interventions  

and time scales.

Students said...

Students said...
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• Young people and teachers often have different 
understandings of what bullying is, which can  
lead to policies that do not feel meaningful
Further to this, young people feel that their teachers follow the school 
definition of bullying too rigidly. This means they do not understand 
how bullying is affecting young people.
Young people feel that teachers do not understand how bullying 
occurs in their lives.
Bullying is something that has changed, as technology and society 
itself has changed. 
Young people believe that teachers do not always recognise bullying 
because of this and can fail to intervene.
Young people believe in defining what behaviours they should expect 
from each other within their school.

BULLYING IN PRIMARY SCHOOL
• 80% of young people felt that teachers listen  

to them about bullying 
Children have trusting relationships with members  
of the school staffing team; this could be the  
pastoral team, lunchtime support or teaching staff.

Children are confident that any concerns they  
have would be dealt with. 

Primary school children do have experience of  
bullying, but find it easier to address due to them 
 being in the same class, with the same teacher.

Children do feel confident enough to speak out  
about bullying – whether it is happening to them  
or happening to someone they know. 

Schools to explore the use of 
different mechanisms to report 

bullying – i.e. online apps.

Students said...
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SOCIAL MEDIA 
WHAT WE FOUND.. .  
• 90% of children and young people have  

access to and use some form of social media
Young people have access to social media through  
several different devices, including phones, ipads,  
tablets and games consoles. 

Young people identified apps such as Facebook,  
Snapchat and Instagram as sites they often use.

Although many of these have age restrictions on them,  
these are often used by a younger audience.

• 25% of young people do not have any  
privacy settings in place on social media  
platforms or devices
Although young people believe they are computer  
savvy, many are not aware of how to safely manage  
their own privacy settings. 

Often, they are unsure of how to perform tasks such  
as blocking someone they do not know.

Many young people are unaware of how to report  
abuse or inappropriate posts.

• 75% of young people in secondary schools  
believe that social media places pressure on  
them to look ‘perfect’
The use of filters is common amongst children  
and young people. 

Young people feel the pressure to look good  
through images they see online.

Males are also feeling the pressure to have the  
‘ideal’ hairstyle, clothes and body image. 

The delivery of age appropriate 
social media awareness and  

safety courses in schools to children 
and young people, co-delivered  

by young people.

Information on how social media  
is used by children and young  

people being regularly 
communicated to parents and  

made readily accessible via the 
school’s website.

Students said...

Students said...

School staff to keep up to date  
with social media developments  

and undertake regular social  
media awareness.

Students said...

14
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• 40% of young people have spoken to people they  
do not know while online
Social media is a tool that young people use to  
communicate with each other. 

It is very easy for young people to communicate 
with people they do not know on social media.

Many online games have aspects of social  
media about them; it’s important to consider that  
primary aged children may be communicating with 
people they do not know by using these games.

A social media and e-safety policy 
that is co-produced by young people 

and clearly visible in schools.

Students said...
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SCHOOL SUPPORT
TURNING TO STAFF FOR HELP. . . 
• 80% of children and young people felt that  

pressure in school is a problem
Young people have said that one of the biggest sources  
of stress for them is the pressure to achieve good results  
in their exams.

Not all young people have the tools to be resilient to  
such stress and this can reduce the academic potential  
in young people.

Homework has also been identified as an issue for young people.

• 88% of primary school children have an identified  
member of staff they can talk to about their concern
Young people in primary school are very likely to feel that  
they could discuss any problems with their teachers.

Young people in primary school spend almost all of  
their time in school with the same teachers.

The relationship that this builds is likely to be a key  
reason why this is so high.

• 44% of secondary age young people felt that they  
had an identified member of staff they could talk  
to about their concerns 

This figure is substantially lower than the figure for the  
primary schools.

This could be because there are many different teachers,  
which makes it more difficult for a young person to build a 
relationship with any one teacher.

In secondary school it can be difficult to find a good  
time to talk to specific teachers. 

Schools to consult with young 
people on how better to 

structure homework.

Students said...

16

A list of specialist staff for  
mental health support roles  

in the school structure.

Students said...
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Schools to implement staff-led  
wellbeing breaks for children  

and young people during  
the school day e.g.  

mindfulness sessions, relaxation, 
meditative breathing.

Students said...
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• 33% of secondary age students felt there is not enough 
information offered about external services 
There are many external services that young people can  
use to improve their wellbeing. 

In secondary schools, young people have indicated that  
they are unsure what these are. 

Young people in secondary school are often unaware of  
any external services that might help them with feelings  
of anxiety or low self esteem. 

• 86% of children and young people are unsure of  
external services offered to them via the school website
Young people are very likely to state there is little to no  
information offered about external services on their school  
website.

Young people have said further to this that it  
would be useful to have them and that they would  
use this information if it was there. 

• Children and young people are unsure of the  
roles and responsibilities of safeguarding  
staff within their school 
In both primary and secondary school, young people  
often feel that they do not know who to speak to  
regarding a specific problem.

This means that young people are not as empowered  
to select who they would like to talk to. 

Young people may not feel comfortable  
speaking to staff they see in their lessons  
every day and would prefer to speak to  
a different teacher.

ACCESS TO SERVICES

A comprehensive and easily 
accessible guide to all wellbeing 
and mental health services and 

to be involved in the  
co-production of this.

A directory of staff roles within 
the school that outlines the 
roles and responsibilities of 

support staff, and how they can 
be accessed.

Schools to have regular 
visits from mental health 

professionals that deliver drop 
in sessions for children and 

young people. 

Students said...

Students said...

Students said...
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ACCESS TO SERVICES Schools to implement a peer-to-
peer forum, delivered by trained 
young people who can support 

other young people to talk about 
their emotional wellbeing and 

mental health needs. 

Students said...
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• 41% of young people in secondary school have  
concerns about anxiety, bullying and loneliness
Young people often feel unable to raise these issues  
with school and believe that there would be no  
appropriate action if they did. 

Children transitioning from primary schools to secondary  
school highlighted that they felt not enough was done  
in making the journey less daunting, particularly when  
coming from very small schools with small class sizes. 

• 90% of year 6 children feel that too much time is 
spent on SATs work leading to feeling pressured 
Children stated they feel like the tests are becoming harder 
due to the change in the grading system. 

Children face large amounts of pressure from teachers to 
do well in the ‘core’ subjects and often feel that there is  
too much work to deal with.

Children understand the need for extra revision and class 
time on SATs papers, but would like lessons to  
be interactive and fun.

• Teachers take on too many roles and this does not 
allow for the right level of support, this leads to 
teachers feeling under too much pressure, which 
impacts on us
The roles are vital to the school, but the additional stress 
they can create for teachers can mean that this stress is 
communicated to young people. This presents as a barrier 
to young people asking their teachers for help with their 
own emotional wellbeing.

Young people feel that teachers that take on these roles 
are not adequately trained. 

Several of the young people identified that staff wellbeing 
is low during the exam period and that this has an impact 
on them too.

PHYSICAL AND CULTURAL ENVIRONMENT

Opportunities for more work 
to be undertaken with par-

ents and carers to help them 
understand mental health and 

how they can support this.

More training for all school 
staff to enable them to identify 

mental health concerns as early 
as possible.

Students said...

A greater focus on staff  
wellbeing in school to ensure 
pressure and stress are not 

communicated to children and 
young people.

Students said...

Students said...
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An increase in buddying 
programmes within schools to 

support the transition from year 
six to year seven. 

A reduction in the use of supply 
teachers and consistency of 

staffing in all subjects.

Students said...

A choice in accessing either male 
or female support staff within 

schools or colleges. 

Students said...

Designated safe spaces that are 
purposefully designed to help 

young people relax, feel calm and 
be mindful.

Students said...

Students said...
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Impact assessment
The publication of the recommendations and findings from young 
people during this process marks the end of this consultation. It is 
important to consider what the impacts of the report will be, now  
and in the future.

Impact 1
The first impact is that on the peer researchers themselves, who played a 
vital role in not only the design of the consultation, but delivery too. These 
peer researchers were trained, accredited and had the opportunity to gain 
real research experience. 
The increase in confidence, leadership potential and communication 
skills could be seen in all the peer researchers who took part and peer 
researchers had the opportunity to practise these skills at all the schools 
they visited. One of the biggest and most important effects of this was the 
clear increase in the peer researcher’s passion for creating real change 
around the area of emotional wellbeing and the understanding that they had 
an important role in directing this change.

Impact 2
The second impact is that on the young people who took part in the 
consultation in their schools. One of the project aims was to start a 
conversation between young people and key decision makers around 
emotional wellbeing in schools. This was achieved by the way in which the 
peer researchers designed the consultation. 
It was noted by many of the young people involved in completing the survey 
that a lot of the questions had not been posed to them before and that 
this empowered them to feel responsible for enabling their own emotional 
wellbeing in schools. Another likely impact from this, is that it has shown 
this group of over 3000 young people the power of youth voice and that 
engaging in youth voice can have consequences that they themselves can 
shape and direct.
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Impact 3
The third impact is that on staff in the schools that were consulted. Staff 
members were given an opportunity to see the power of youth leadership 
in practice and how young people, when given responsibility, used the 
opportunity to enrich themselves and to pass on the knowledge that they 
gained through the consultation process. 
This impact will likely be felt over the long-term, as the evidence that this 
report provides, along with the recommendations it makes, starts to inform 
positive changes to the lives of young people in Oldham.

Impact 4
The fourth impact will be on young people in the wider borough of Oldham. 
The sample size used is reflective of the range of diversity in Oldham and 
the recommendations gained should provide a foundation that emotional 
wellbeing provision in schools can be built upon. 
The evidence collected by peer researchers is a powerful tool that can 
be used to shape the lives of other young people in Oldham and the 
consultation model that the peer researchers designed, can even be  
used to shape provision for young people in other local authorities around 
the country.
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What Next?
Funding has been secured from the Opportunity Area Board  
for a further twelve month’s period from September 2019, which  
will enable:

•  The employment of a Youth Worker to do return visits to schools to share 
findings and good practice and to monitor if schools and colleges have 
implemented any activity as a result of their student voice ideas.

•  Delivery of a primary and a secondary school conference, led by Mental 
Health Ambassadors to share best practice and learning.

•  Delivery of an applied theatre production ‘A Standard Day’ devised and 
led by young people. This is a theatre performance with accompanying 
workshop that explores the issues of emotional wellbeing, causal factors 
of poor mental health and how these impact on school and college.

•  The dissemination of the learning from the consultation across a broad 
section of Stakeholders to ensure it informs future plans, commissions and 
strategies within Oldham.

•   A programme of work to be developed to build capacity for schools/
colleges to have student voice at the heart of mental Health and emotional 
wellbeing, with delivery of a Mental Health Ambassadors Programme. 
Including development of a bespoke training programme for young 
people to develop the skills and knowledge to become Mental Health 
Ambassadors within their schools. These roles can then become  
self-sustainable.

•  In partnership with the Schools Mental Wellbeing Team, delivery of a pilot 
model of Continuing Professional Development for school staff that is  
co-produced by young people – Mental Health and Wellbeing.

•   Work with School Mental Health Team to support schools in embedding 
student voice and support their achievement of this principle of the 
framework, including supporting young people to be actively involved  
in revamping the self-assessment for the school and college mental  
health framework.
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