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Introduction
This parent participation session focused on supporting teenagers with anxiety, low mood, emotional regulation difficulties, and neurodivergent needs. Representatives from the Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Emotional Health and Wellbeing Service (EHWBS) explained the role of Mental Health Support Teams (MHSTs), outlined available interventions, and shared examples of how support is adapted for neurodivergent young people.
The session also included discussion about the mental health needs of parent carers and opportunities for future co-production work.

Mental Health Support Teams (MHSTs)
Mental Health Support Teams are NHS-funded services working within schools and colleges to provide early intervention mental health support.
Key Facts
· Free to schools and colleges.
· Part of a national government rollout programme.
· Aim to provide full national coverage by 2030.
· Currently cover approximately 60% of Cambridgeshire and Peterborough settings.
· Coverage includes:
· 100% of Peterborough schools
· 100% of Fenland schools
· 100% of East Cambridgeshire schools
· Partial coverage in Huntingdonshire and Cambridge, with further expansion planned.
Three Core Functions
1. Direct Evidence-Based Interventions
Support for children and young people experiencing mild to moderate mental health difficulties.
2. Whole School Approach
Working with schools to create emotionally healthy environments that support pupils, staff, and families.
3. Advice, Consultation and Signposting
Providing guidance to schools, families and professionals, and helping identify the most appropriate support pathways.

Available Interventions
Primary School Interventions
Parent-Led Anxiety Intervention
A 6–8 week programme supporting parents to understand and manage their child's anxiety through practical strategies and confidence-building.
Parent Behaviour Intervention
Focuses on strengthening parent-child relationships and understanding behaviour as communication.
Parent-Led Anxiety Group
A group-based version of the anxiety intervention, offering peer discussion and shared learning.
Parents of Children with Additional Needs Group
Supports parents to:
· Understand their child's needs.
· Develop advocacy skills.
· Explore strategies tailored to neurodivergent children.
· Share experiences with other parents.
BRIT Club
A small group intervention helping children develop:
· Social interaction skills.
· Problem-solving abilities.
· Positive peer relationships.

Secondary School Interventions
Adolescent Anxiety (Worry Management)
Supports young people aged 11–18 experiencing significant anxiety and worry.
Focuses on:
· Understanding anxiety.
· Managing physical symptoms.
· Developing coping strategies.
· Gradually facing fears.
· Building confidence and resilience.
Specific Phobia Support
Targeted intervention for young people with particular fears or phobias.
Adolescent Low Mood Intervention
Based on Behavioural Activation principles.
Supports young people to:
· Re-engage with activities they value.
· Break cycles of withdrawal and inactivity.
· Improve mood through behavioural change.
Emotional Regulation Intervention
A newer intervention helping young people:
· Understand emotional dysregulation.
· Learn self-regulation skills.
· Develop personalised coping toolkits.
Mind and Mood Group
A group programme for Years 7–9 focusing on:
· Thoughts, feelings and behaviours.
· Emotional wellbeing.
· CBT-based coping strategies.

Whole School Approach
The MHSTs place significant emphasis on supporting the wider school environment.
Activities include:
Brain Buddies Programme
A 10-week whole-class intervention for Years 4–6 that:
· Normalises emotions.
· Teaches emotional regulation skills.
· Introduces Zones of Regulation concepts.
· Supports self-awareness and emotional literacy.
Assemblies and Workshops
Delivered according to identified school needs, including:
· Exam stress
· Anxiety
· Emotional wellbeing
Transition Support
Support for:
· Year 6 to Year 7 transition
· Vulnerable pupils requiring additional preparation
Staff Training
Topics include:
· Trauma-informed practice
· Emotional wellbeing
· Neurodiversity awareness
· Mental health promotion

Neurodiversity and Mental Health
A key message from the session was that Neurodiversity and mental health are not the same thing.
Neurodivergent young people can experience good mental health. Difficulties often arise when environments fail to meet their needs.
The MHST approach promotes:
· Understanding rather than fixing.
· Neurodiversity-affirming practice.
· Adaptation of environments.
· Recognition of sensory and emotional needs.
· Individualised support rather than behaviour-focused interventions.

Key Messages for Parents
Validate Feelings
Children benefit from hearing:
· "I can see why that feels difficult."
· "That makes sense."
· "I'd find that hard too."
Validation helps young people feel understood and supported.

Encourage Problem Solving
Support children to:
· Explore options.
· Consider consequences.
· Develop confidence in making decisions.
Problem solving builds resilience and independence.

Reduce Reassurance Dependence
Rather than saying:
"Everything will be fine."
Try:
"I believe you can cope with this."
This promotes confidence and learning.

Use Gradual Exposure
Support children to face fears in manageable steps:
1. Identify a goal.
2. Break it into smaller stages.
3. Celebrate each success.
4. Build confidence gradually.

Supporting Young People with Low Mood
Helpful approaches include:
Predictable Activities
Activities should be:
· Familiar
· Low demand
· Interest-based
· Sensory safe
Gentle Encouragement
Avoid pressure and focus on invitation rather than expectation.
Rest as a Need
Rest is essential for:
· Emotional regulation
· Learning
· Recovery
Connection Without Pressure
Being alongside a child can be enough.
Connection does not always require conversation.
Sensory Awareness
Consider:
· Environmental triggers
· Comfort items
· Sensory supports
· Opportunities for regulation

The Spoon Theory
The Spoon Theory was introduced as a useful way of understanding energy levels.
Each "spoon" represents a unit of energy.
Neurodivergent young people often use significant energy for:
· Social interaction
· School environments
· Sensory processing
· Masking
· Transitioning between activities
The number of available spoons may vary daily.
The key message:
A child who managed yesterday may genuinely be unable to manage the same demands today.
Recognising this can help prevent burnout and support emotional wellbeing.

Further Information
Parents and carers whose child's school is covered by a Mental Health Support Team can now access support through self-referral routes, in addition to referrals from schools.
Information about participating schools and available support can be found on the Emotional Health and Wellbeing Service website.

Discussion Themes
Parents highlighted:
· Challenges accessing appropriate mental health support.
· Experiences of mental health concerns being dismissed as "just autism".
· Difficulties navigating domestic abuse and family breakdown alongside SEND needs.
· Concerns about school refusal.
· The importance of relational and trauma-informed approaches.
· The need for support tailored to neurodivergent children and families.
Speakers emphasised:
· Needs-led rather than diagnosis-led support.
· Collaboration with families and schools.
· Curiosity, empathy and flexibility.
· The importance of listening to lived experience.

Parent Carer Mental Health
Eve Richards from the Sun Network introduced plans to explore the mental health needs of parent carers.
Discussion highlighted:
· Increased pressures on SEND families.
· Financial challenges.
· Career disruption.
· Relationship strain.
· Difficulties accessing support.
· Lack of specialist support for parents of children in residential settings.
Parents expressed interest in contributing to future co-production work exploring these issues.

Key Takeaways
· Mental health support should be needs-led and individualised.
· Neurodivergence does not prevent someone experiencing anxiety or low mood.
· Adaptations can make evidence-based interventions more accessible and effective.
· Validation, curiosity and connection are powerful tools for families.
· Parent carers face significant mental health pressures that require greater recognition and support.
· Collaboration between schools, services and families is essential for positive outcomes.

