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Foreword

The health and well-being need of young people is linked to their level of participation in
education. Building emotional resilience is a core pillar of education as young people experience
physical and emotional challenges associated with the growth stage. The COVID pandemie
however disrupted the social setup of learning as staff and learners were exposed to too much
undue pressure, anxiety, depression and negative thoughts! The Education sector issued a circular

‘Prioritizing mental health in learning institutions’ to guide on integrating mental wellbeing n
all activities.

Different materials have been developed to support leaner -led interventions on mental wellbeing
and peer response. This handbook has been developed to guide teachers to improve both their
personal mental wellbeing and that of other people within the learning institutions especially
learners to use the wellbeing booklets to build their life skills. It provides a simple understanding
of mental health challenges, relevant psychosocial support models, basic counseling skills and how
to support different categories of people within a school setting.

| encourage you to use this booklet to enhance your personal resilience to challenging situations.
build a supportive teaching learning environment; and contribute to school enrolment, retention.
participation and transitioning, Sharing life challenges is not a weakness, but personal strength
that should be nurtured in all people we interact with in our ﬁi"’iﬁ?&
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DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS

Anxiety- a mental wellbeing challenge associated with repetitive fear, worry, uneasiness or
restless

Child Father- a boy who is below 18 years age who is responsible for a pregnancy or produced
another child

Child Mother - a girl below 18 years who gave birth

Counseling - offering professional or deliberate help to another person to resolve a personal
challenge.

Depression - a mental disorder that involve repeated loss of interest in things that were once
pleasurable

Disability — All persons with long term physical, mental, visual impairment which limit their
optimal participation in daily activities

Gender Based Violence — all forms of violence based on unequal power relations between boys
and girls, men and women. Violence because of one’s sex

Mental health - the state of wellbeing in which an individual is able to function well or cope with
the normal demands of life

Peer- a person within similar age bracket, abilities, social position or colleagues/ classmates

Psychological First Aid - emergency support to reduce emotional, cognitive dysfunction due to
an event. Emergency resilience to respond to anxiety

Psychosocial support — support given by others to facilitate mental, emotional and social recovery
needed for optimal performance within a given setting

Referral — deliberate attempt by the teacher to seek for relevant services that are not within- the

school necessary for total recovery of an indiv "

Special population — all persons in sch
in teaching learning process. The defin
with HIV, survivors of Gender

ability, persons living
child fathers.

Substance use — the u;se of
behaviors "

Teacher counselor - a teac wh | emotion  to others to be able
to cope with the life challenges



Facilitation Methods and Techniques

The MHPSS teachers’ handbook is designed to enhance staff and learners’ psychosocial well-
being, using the different activities to build resilience and necessary support system. The
following participatory methods have been suggested for the teacher to relate problems, identify
unique solutions, strengths and weaknesses to facilitate a supportive learning environment. The

methods may include:

a) Presentation: focusing on topics, providing a brief explanation (information) about the
subject, and creating an understanding of the topic.

b) Facilitated Discussions: creating a discussion forum or helping participants to discuss
among themselves and share their experiences related to their reactions and coping skills.

c) Group work: group activities will teach versatile and powerful techniques for structuring
group conversations and finding consensus.

d) Self-reflection: encouraging participants to look inside themselves and reflect on their
feelings, thoughts, and experiences.

e) Role Play: role play requires the acting skill of the participants to bring attitude change
and raise motivation.

f) Brainstorming: challenging, motivating and initiating pop answers to unlock the abilities
and skills of participants.

g) Case studies: using familiar scenarios that provoke critical thinking

h) Think, Pair and Share: a collaborative leammg strategy where participants are expected
(o think individually, in pairs, and in groups problem.

learning, reflect

practices




© Theteacher should create a fun, safe, and incusive environment essential for a partic it

© therpeutic process. The environment is the foundation for developing trust and empathy |

© provides the basis for psychosocial activities to promote well-being and resilience. The teachier
a tole model and is responsible for creating a supportive environment both for peers and learm

The key focus for school environment should be: o




OVERVIEW OF MENTAL HEALTH AND PSYCHOSOCIAL ISSUES IN LEARNING

INSTITUTIONS

Health wellbeing needs of young people are linked to their ability to participate in and attain
education (AU, 2023)'. Mental health and wellbeing have received increasing recognition
following COVID-19, though challenges continue to exist within the Education sector.
Education plays an important role in promoting and protecting the mental and psychosocial
wellbeing of teachers and learners. Mental wellbeing has become a key focus in Education
sector because of increasing evidence that point to the relationship between education, health
and wellbeing and the teaching-learning outcomes.?

Children need adults who look after them, look out for them and protect them (REPSI, 2019).
In Uganda, teachers and non-teaching staff play a critical role in shaping the well-being and
overall development of children and adolescents. Schools serve not only as centers for
education but also as key support systems for students' mental health and psychosocial well-
being. However, with increasing challenges such as poverty, displacement, trauma from
conflict, violence, family disruptions, and the ongoing socio-economic pressures exacerbated

by the COVID-19 pandemic, many children are vulnerable to mental health and psychosocial
issues.

Emotional distress, work-life balance, substance use, chronic conditions like HIV, Asthma,
hypertension; inactivity, bullying, violence at home or school, learner pregnancies and
multiple loans continue to impact the teaching- learning 0 c& s. Available evidence
indicate that learning outcomes and mental wellbeing cans be separated as each impact the
other. The health well-being is linked to teachm ] tion (AU, EHW;
2023) as schools serve to be crucial plati owledge, socio-
emotional resilience and laying the foundz

According to the World Health Organisation | )), mental he Stat _‘Qmal well-
being that enables people to co , s of | ] learn well,
and work well, as well as to e ont i

Note:

The term mental wellbeing 4
limited to the emotional dis
environmental challenges that cor

! https://healtheducatic
well-being-young-peopls
2, https://www.who.int/new:
based% r

il




Background to mental wellbeing and psychosocial support interventions in Education sect

in Uganda

World Health report (2019) indicate that 35 in 100 Ugandans are struggling with some form ¢
mental health challenge! 70% of those seeking mental health medication in Butabika Psychiatri
hospital are adolescents and young people of school going age. Teachers’ capacity to delive
“Transformative Education’ build on emotional resilience to withstand adversities, support peer
to manage self-regulation. Transformative and social emotional learning is only possible |
learners are safe, well-nourished, healthy, and free from violence and discrimination.

The COVID-19 pandemic further aggravated mental health challenges, with heightened levels o
stress, anxiety, and depression among students (UNICEF, 2021). Learners and staff have bee
exposed to domestic and gender-based violence, teenage pregnancies, HIV, stigma &
discrimination, harmful cultural practices, parental abandonment and family separations! Recem
incidents of school fires and suicides among learners and teachers further underscore the urgency,
of addressing mental health challenges. Learners and some staff adapt negative coping like alcohol
and substance use, and at worst some contemplate self-harm /suicide as response to overwhelming
life demands.

Mental wellbeing in Education is compounded by the environmental factors including sexual
reproductive health challenges (teenage pregnancies, sexual molestation and HIV), disability,
gender-based violence, the socio-economic pressure, substance use, humanitarian and other
emergencies. Access to a safe and supportive learning environment has been correlated with
improved health outcomes, reduced anxiety, depression and risks of alcohol and substance abuse,
sexual reproductive health challenges, better achievement and a reduction in school
dropout. Uganda's National Child Policy (202 ghts the need for schools to become safe
spaces where children can access mental k rchosocial support services as part of their
overall growth and development. »

Learning institutions play a critical role in enhancing life skills and individual self-regulation. The
Government of Uganda has priori icat 1S a ¢ iver for peace and sustainable
development with focus on : hildren and young people that
include: Access to Education; xploitation; Play & Physical
Exercise; Participation & Imz 0 '
Recognizing the impact of 00

outcomes, the Mmlstry |

on teaching-learning
itutions to Prioritize
oped to improve
mental wellbeing for Dok lets on Mental
health for primary an

use; Teachers’ modul
support school base s d
school leadm nd te: t to students and other
staff. .




Basic principles underlying the MHPSS Teachers’ Handbook

The process of developing this handbook has been guided by:

i) Provision of continuous psycho-education to facilitate early identification of mental health
challenges within the learning institutions;

i1) Strengthening peer to peer support as the first line in identification, response and emotional
recovery of affected persons;

1i1) Avoiding further harm to anyone who is emotionally challenged through direct or indirect
stigma, discrimination or bullying;

iv) Building strong partnerships with the different actors and service providers within the
community,

v) Collaboration and linkages to specialized services points especially for clinical
management;

The Handbook provides users with basic information and explanations about key issues

concerning mental wellbeing and psychosocial support approaches necessary for the learning

institutions. It will be used alongside Mental health & psychosocial support Flipchart for basic
counselling.




UNDERSTANDING MENTAL HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

Mental health is the appropriate brain function including memory, thinking & actions that
everyone would love to have. Mental illness on the other hand is the opposite. It involves more
severe symptoms that persist over time and significantly impair an individual’s ability to function,
Mental illnesses require professional diagnosis and treatment, which may include therapy,
medication, or a combination of interventions. Understanding the distinction between mental
health and mental illness is crucial for promoting mental well-being and addressing the needs of
those with mental health conditions

Understanding Mental Health and Illness

Mental wellbeing lies on a continuum of health and illness. A person cannot be with very good
mental health and have mental illness. A teacher will facilitate a discussion on mental health,

wellbeing and illness within learning institutions.

1.1.Start with a brief introduction of why it is important to understand mental health and mental
illness. Ask the participants to give feedback on why they think that understanding mental
health and mental illness is important.

1.2. Create case scenarios or create case studies relevant to school setting and ask the participants
to discuss the questions in groups

1.3. Go through the various Mental Health and Illness concepts and emphasize the importance of
early recognition of symptoms and intervention in mental health and wellbeing

1.4. Wrap up by encouraging participants to reflect on their own mental health and how it affects
their daily work.




Causes of Mental Hiness

Mental illness is not caused by a single factor. Instead, it is usually the result of of genetic,
biological, environmental, and psychological factors:

a) Genetic Factors: Family history of mental health issues can increase the likelihood of
developing a mental illness

b) Biological Factors: Neurotransmitter imbalances, brain structure abnormalities, and other
biological factors can contribute to mental illness

¢) Environmental Factors: Traumatic life events, such as abuse, loss, or chronic stress, can
trigger mental illness

d) Psychological Factors: Early life experiences, coping mechanisms, and personality traits
also play a role in the development of mental illness

Why is Mental Health well-being important?

Just like our physical health, our mental health can have ups and downs. If our mental health is
good, we are able to rise up and cope with life’s challenges. If it’s not, then we can easily get
knocked down by them.

It is important to emphasize the need for early recognition and intervention for mental health
challenges to be supported back to normal for optimal performance.

How poor mental health affect teaching-learning process

1. Engagement: Anxiety and depression can make participating in class, or even going for lessons
more difficult. Learners experiencing mental health challenges may find it hard to engage with the
subject content, contribute to discussions and complete their class work.

2. Focus: Mental health difficulties make it harder for teachers and learners to focus. Loss of
concentration is a common symptom of depression, and getting stuck in a negative feedback cycle
can make things worse. Lack of engagement caused by depression leads to a loss of motivation
and focus which makes it harder to concentrate. ] '

3. Content coverage: teachers with mental health cha

5. Progression: People
future dreams. Long-te
pointless in the face of
6. Social support:
struggle to have a supportnen



Understanding Common Mental Health Conditions

Mental health conditions encompass a wide range of disorders that affect mood, thinking, an
behavior, These conditions are among the most prevalent health issues worldwide, affecting peop|,
of all ages, races, and socioeconomic backgrounds. In this session, we will explore some of the:
most common mental health conditions, with a particular focus on drug abuse, anxiety, depreSSion’
and the link between mental health conditions and suicide.

For teachers to effectively support someone, they need to:
» Be patient and respectful
» Listen to their wishes
* Encourage them to seek help
» Help them to talk about it with a skilled person
= Offer practical help, like with errands or assignments tasks
= Reassure them that they will feel better with time and treatment
= Keep lines of communication open
» Avoid minimizing or dismissing their feelings

Anxiety

In 2019, 301 million people were living with an anxiety disorder including 58 million children ang
adolescents (WHO, 2020). Anxiety disorders are characterized by excessive fear, woOrITY and
related behavioral disturbances. Symptoms are severe enough to result in significant distress o
significant impairment in functioning. There are several different kinds of anxiety disorders, suck
as: generalized anxiety disorder (excessive worry), panic disorder (panic attacks), social anxief
disorder (excessive fear and worry in social groups), separation anxiety disorder (excessive fearo
separation from those individuals to whom the person has a deep emotional bond).

Anxiety disorders are among the most common mental health challenges within learnin
institutions, negatively impacting daily school activities.

Common symptoms of anxiety include: '

Excessive worry or fear
-
ing on




Causes of anxiety

|Occasional anxiety is often a response to uncertainty about the future or worry about something
that happened in the past. In a learning setting, a person may feel anxious about taking a test, or
worry they have made a decision they might regret.

The causes of anxiety disorder are more complex and can involve several factors, including
psychological and physical factors:

Current situation: Life events that cause ongoing stress may contribute to the
development of an anxiety disorder. Examples of these include financial struggles, being
under pressure at work, or experiencing discrimination.

Past trauma: Traumatic events are incidents that cause an actual or perceived threat to a
person’s safety. Even if these events happened a long time ago, they can still affect people
years later.

Substance use: Some substances, such as stimulant drugs, can cause anxiety. Other
substances may cause anxiety when a person experiences withdrawal.

Brain structure or function: People with anxiety disorders have heightened stress as the
brain responds to danger.

Genetics: Some people may have a genetic or inborn attributes that increase the likelihood
of anxiety.

Medical factors: Sometimes, anxiety is the product of a physical illness, such as HIV or a
long- term illness, medical treatment that may cause hormonal imbalance. It can also be
the side effects of some medications, or a result of expenencmg long-term pain or other
symptoms.

First level treatment for anxiety that can be provided in school including:

1)

5)

Professional help: Medical or other profess1onal can help identify the cause of the anxiety
and suggest the best ueatmentsa .

change negative thought patterns effective treatment for anxiety
disorders. A :

Support groups or ¢ Ir 0N support groug ple with anxiety relate to
others, share € d learn better coping

can help m
Exercise: Re £ € ety.
Healthy h: _1r n hely € anxiety.

: evel ) one better

vhat l’l@j) &Ql



Depression

Depression is another common mental health condition that significantly affects mood, behavi,
and physical health of both school staff and learners irrespective of geographical locatioy
Depression goes beyond typical feelings of sadness or low energy; it is a persistent condition th,
can severely impair one’s ability to function.

In 2019, 280 million people were living with depression, including 23 million children a,
adolescents. Depression is different from usual mood fluctuations and short-lived emotiop,
responses to challenges in everyday life. During a depressive episode, the person experienc,
depressed mood (feeling sad, irritable, empty) or a loss of pleasure or interest in activities, for m,
of the day, nearly every day, for at least two weeks. Several other symptoms are also prese;
which may include poor concentration, feelings of excessive guilt or low self-worth, hopelessne
about the future, thoughts about dying or suicide, disrupted sleep, changes in appetite or weig
and feeling especially tired or low in energy. People with depression are at an increased risk
suicide. Yet, effective psychological treatment exists, and depending on the age and severi,
medication may also be considered.

Depression affects how the adolescent feels, thinks, and behaves and can lead to several emotior;
social, and physical problems. This implies that an adolescent with depression can ha
considerable difficulty with daily functioning including school attendance, interaction with peq
and family, and doing house chores among others. In Uganda, the prevalence of depression am
adolescents ranges from 15-33%. Generally, girls have a higher risk of developing depression;
compared to boys due to biological, social, and cultural factors.

Symptoms of Depression

Persistent feelings of sadn




Things that can make one get depressed

= Death/loss of a loved one

» Unrealistic academic pressure

= Heredity

= Setting unrealistic goals

= Negative thinking

= Cyber bullying and bullying by peers

= Lack of support from family and
friends

= Peer pressure

* Engaging in unhealth relationships

* Drug and substance abuse

Teacher’s notes

Things that one can do to overcome depression

Build self esteem

Making healthy lifestyle choices can improve
his mood

Eating right

Getting regular exercise

Getting enough sleep have been shown to
make a huge difference when it comes to
depression

Avoiding illegal drugs, alcohol, and tobacco
which increase feelings of anxiety and
agitation

Learning relaxation exercises (abdominal
breathing and muscle relaxation techniques)
Through referral given by a counsellor
sending you for medical treatment at the
nearest health center




Drug use and Mental Health

Substance use disorders, including drug use and addiction are closely linked to mental health. Dy
use refers to taking of unprescribed medicine or substances that affect thinking, reasoning, ,
memory. Many individuals with mental health conditions turn to drugs or alcohol as a way 1o sg|
medicate or cope with their symptoms. According to Butabika hospital (2024), most of thy
patients are below age 24 years; and their mental wellbeing has been worsened by use of aleofy
or other narcotic substances. However, substance abuse can trigger new mental illnesses, leadi
to a repeated cycle of dependency, deteriorating performance and poor learning outcomes.;
school dropout

Relationship between drug use and learning outcomes

Student Participation Classroom Concentration/Attention

* Makes students to lose interest in academic » Lack of concentration of s

activities. learners may find it difficult to
= [solation from others during lessons
* Conflict and fighting with peers = Affects the students” memory, mi
« Limited participation in co-curricular difficult for learners to remembe
activities they study.
= Breaking school rules I -4

Disrespect to teachers and others

Attainment



Effects of alcohol or drug use on the body?
Over time, excessive use of alcohol can lead to development of chronic conditions such as;

* High Blood Pressure: High blood pressure can lead to heart attack or stroke.

= Cancer of the mouth, and the entire alimentary canal or digestive system including damage
to the gums leading to gum disease and tooth decay

* The liver is destroyed most. There are many diseases the liver can get for example steatosis
or fatty liver, alcoholic hepatitis and liver cirrhosis y

* Alcohol also damages the brain. It affects part of the brain responsible for controlling
balance, memory, speech and judgement. When the brain is not able to function normally,
it results to injuries and many other negative outcomes such as risky sex and one ends up
acquiring deadly Sexually Transmitted Infections such as HIV.

How to support a person using alcohol or narcotic substances

= Talk to them as to why they use alcohol or substances

= Provide information on the likely dangers of drugs and narcotic substances to the body and
future dreams

= Express empathy as you discuss how to gradually reduce use especially among staff

= Discuss the relevant support network including school, home or community

= Share positive coping mechanisms including use of sports for therapy

= Share possible professional support
Discuss referral pathways

ick

Teacher’s notes




Suicide and Mental Health

Suicide is a tragic outcome that is often linked to untreated or poorly managed m
challenges, particularly depression, anxiety, and substance abuse. It is a leading cause of
worldwide among young people, with more than 700,000 people dying each year. The
sector has not been an exception, with several suicide cases of both learners and teachers

especially after the COVID lockdown.

Suicide is often the result of a combination of factors, including mental illness, a history ofy,
or abuse, substance abuse, and significant life stressors, such as loss or financial difficultie;

Facts about suicide What are the Signs and Symptom,
suicidal tendencies?

e Sadness and hopelessness

o Neglect of I

e Everyone is a potential to be suicidal R e.rsona P e P
| regardless of age, gender o Repeated withdrawal from family
e Suicidal thoughts are short term and P e
| situational and can therefore be ® Loss of interest in previously pleasuy
l prevented activities
e Dying by suicide is a painful e Talking and searching information &

experience to the one who dies by it gyicide

and their family and loved ones : e

o Parents who lose their children by : :elf-d::;suzt?: and reckless beliavion
suicide remain with an incurable pain ymp epression

o By seeking support, suicide can be ° Violent actions, rebellion, orrmmmgq
prevented o Feeling unworthy | ;

e If you or someone you know feels ~ @ Drug and alcohol use i

suicidal, it is important that you seek




Stigma and Discrimination for persons with mental health challenges

Stigma refers to the negative attitudes and beliefs that lead to discrimination against people with
mental health conditions. Persons with Mental health challenges are often stigmatized or
discriminated in society. In schools, stigma can create an environment where students and staff
feel ashamed or reluctant to seek help, further worsening their mental health challenges.

Types of Stigma

* Public Stigma: The general population’s discriminatory attitudes towards those with
mental health conditions

» Self-Stigma: Internalized negative beliefs that individuals with mental health issues may
hold about themselves

* Institutional Stigma: Policies or practices within organizations that, intentionally or
unintentionally, limit opportunities for individuals with mental health conditions

Impact of Stigma in Schools
Stigma can have profound effects on students and staff, including:
= Reduced interest to seek help
= Increased feelings of isolation and helplessness
= Poor academic or work performance due to untreated mental health conditions.

Combating Stigma and Discrimination

Creating an inclusive school environment is essential for combating stigma.

Strategies include:

students and staff about mental health,

e in the school
common and




Encouraging Help-Seeking Behavior within learning institutions

One of the most effective ways to combat stigma is by normalizing help-seeking ’

behavior. To diffuse stigma, schools should:
= Promote counseling services as a resource for everyone, not just those in crisis

» [Encourage peer support groups where students and staff can share

experiences and support one another
= (Create inclusive games, activities or events

* Train teachers and staff to recognize the signs of mental health issues and

to respond apprdpriately




PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT (PSS)

Effective delivery of relevant teaching and life-long learning is based on the approach used by the
teacher to identify and unlock the cognitive, affective and psychomotor components of the learner.
Psychosocial support is the consideration of the social and environmental issues that influence the
person’s mental well-being and behaviors, Effective school interventions to enhance the resilience
of should consider the context and environment where the staff or learner lives. This section is to
enable teachers to appreciate the psychosocial support system relevant in learning environment.,
There are different models that can be used within the school setting:

Social Ecological models

According to the socio-ecological model, a person (learner or any other) is not an isolated
individual but belongs and interacts with the community. Various layers foster teacher or learner
well-being. Accordingly, the individual is at the center, making it a suitable framework for
implementing psychosocial support in educational settings.

The model emphasizes that human behavior is the product of individual and the environment
where they stay. Therefore, a teacher should be able to understand the issues surrounding the
individual for appropriate support. It is important to consider those people both within the school
and home that can offer social support during emotional distress or mental illness.

District & national
environment

school or home

The Socio-Ecolog




Mindfulness Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (MCBT)

The model assumes that coping with the challenges requires understanding how the ev,
interpreted by the different people and the interplay between thoughts, feelings and bef,
Anxiety, depression, distress and negative coping behaviors differ from one person to anot,
within the same environment and exposure to similar events. The model is relevant to g,
institutions because anxiety, depression, grief or dealing with loss are common emotiong,
being issues. The specific strategies for supporting school stakeholders include the psychj,
first Aid, psycho-education, behavioral activation techniques, thought coping and restry,
and problem-solving strategies.

Event Cognitive
Appraisal







