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{ MENTAL HEALTH }
School’s
in for
self-help

A national peer support program is helping
students of all ages deal with emotional issues

PENNY LANGFIELD

SCHOOLCHILDREN face a bar-
rage of issues that can affect their
emaotional wellbeing: divercing
parenis, taunts from bullies, forg-
ing relationships with peers or
even being picked last for & sports
team Such factors can influence
mental heaith, an area experts say
is one of the biggest health chal-
lenges confronting youths.

Compounding the dilemma is
that school curriculums typically
do not directly address [ife skills
such as resilience, optimism and
relationship development.

That is where Peer Support
Australiz steps in The nationwide
charity aims to help young people
develop the personal sldlls to deal
with their problems and improve
their mental, social and physical
wellbeing. A range of programs
are integrated into the school cur-
ricuzlum through initiatives such
as professicnal development for
teachers and parents and student
leadership training. :

‘When highschoolmusicieach-
er Lindsey Grenet was lookingfor
a career change, she sought arole
that would complement her skills
and experience, and opted to be-
comean educational consultantat
Peer Support.

"It has been encouraging to be
involved in something that helps
teachers by addressing the
emotional and social wellbeing of
students,” she says. “Supporting
teachers in this process can
only benefit the students, which

in the end is what it's all about.”
Grenet says the programs help
children foster a strong sense of
selfand confidence in their ability
te handle different situations,
“They can use their own per-
sonal strengths and acknowledge

- all the things that they’re good at

and remember to rely on these
ang vse them when they're having
ahard time," she says “In terms of
mental health and mental well-
being, the skillsthey [learn] areife
skills that will help them forever.”

The late Elizabeth Campbell, a
health educator, launched the
not-for-profit program in the
early 1670s while trying to help
classmates deal with the death of
15-year-old Sydney high scheal
student from 3 heroin overdese.
Today, it covers about 1000
schoels and 200,000 sindents
across Australiz and is comunitted
to tackling mental kealth issues.

The need is clear. In Mission
Australia’s national survey of
young Australians last year, re-
spondents indicated family, stress,
body image, alcohol and drugs
were among their greatest con-
cerns. Peer Support has been hir-
ing new education consultants,
who are the heart of the initiative.
They help schoolsimplement pro-
grams and are also responsible for
writingthe contentihat appearsin
the student-led activities.

"4 lot of themodules are based
around life skills, so we're talking
about things like values &nd re-
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Year 10 pupils from Adelaide High School involvedin peer support; top right, Lindsey Grenet

specting each other and inclusion,
and developing relationship skills,
resilience and looking to be opti-
mistic. They're values that cross
over to a lot of different life skills,”
Grengtsays.

Most of the education consult-
ants are former schoolieachers.
Grenef took part in some work-
shops with Peer Support a couple
of vears ago before joining the
group last year,

“I thought I'd like to try some-
thing else and moving into train-
ing and working with adults was

the next step,” she says, "It'sa
really wonderful and rewarding
job. If teachers are locking for
something else, then a rele where
you can still work in schools in a
program like this would be ideal.”
Grenet believes her experience
as a teacher and knowledge of
how timetables and curriculums
operate have been crucial torelat-
ing to the teachers she trains.
“When you're talking to teachers
they need to know you under-
stand how difficult it is to fit any-
thing extra in and it's that under-~

standing that makes a difference
in explaining it to them.”

Grenet had to complete a cer-
tficate IV In training and assess-
ment through a vocational edu-
cation course to qualify for the
consultingrole.

The Peer Support program en-
courages young pecple to help
themselves, with students run-
ning school-based activities with
the backingofteachers. Forexam-
ple, in primary schools the older
students are trained as peer sup-
portleaders and interact with stu-

"That’s one of the
things about
teaching that 1
loved, being able to
impact on lots of
different kids. I feel
like I'm able to still
make a difference to
kids and contribute’

LINDSEY GRENET

v

dents from kindergarten through
to the higher grades. In high
schools, Year 10 students deliver
activities to younger students.

“That supports the transition
from primary schoo! into second-
ary scheot and then they work
together in their peer support
groups in areas looking at cpti-
mism and values, anti-bullying,
resilience and relationships,”
Grenetsays.

Teachers also facilitate leadex-
ship training programs for stu-
dents that address skills involved
in decision-making, problem solv-
ing, communication, assertive-
ness and group management.

“Students then have the oppor~
tunity to be 2 mentor and leader
for the younger kids in the school,
which 1 think they take a lot of
pridein doing,” Grenet explains,

Peer Support recelves funding
and support from government
and philanthropic groups, and
Governor-General  Quentin
Bryceisvice-regal patron.

Grenetacknowledges teaching
adults Is an entirely different dy-
namic from instructing chitdren
but says her passion for teaching
and helping stadents is still ful-
filled even though sheisno longer
in the classroom.

“That’s one of the things about
teaching that 1loved, being zble to
impact on lots of different kids. I
feel like I'm ableto still makea dif-
ference tokids and coniribute”




