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youth@clc
Invite you to the premiere of

Opening Doors

A children’s rights drama representing the views and experiences of 

Year 11 pupils on accessing counselling services in schools

in 

The MAC Theatre, Saint Anne’s Square, Belfast 

on either

Tuesday 19 or Wednesday 20 March 2013, at 7.00pm

There will also be an opportunity to take part in a post-performance 

discussion with survey respondents, key stakeholders and 

special guests, on the issues raised by the drama.  

The event will finish at 9.00pm.

RSVP

C h i l d r e n ’ s  l a w  C e n t r e 

by Monday 4 March 2013

(including any special requirements and your preferred date) 

3rd Floor, Philip house, 123-137 York street, Belfast Bt15 1aB

Email: reception@childrenslawcentre.org  |  Tel: 028 9024 5704 

Seats on each night will be allocated on a first come basis.

Priority seats will be reserved for survey respondents to ensure 

young people are equally represented on both nights.
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youth@clc perform 
“Opening Doors” 
MAC Theatre, March 2013

The UN Convention on the Rights of 

the Child says YOU HAVE THE RIGHT:

✔	 To have a say in how your school 

counselling service should be run

✔	 To be protected from harm

✔	 To an education that develops 

 your confidence

 
✔	 To be treated equally 

Children’s Law Centre
3rd Floor, Philip House
123 - 137 York Street
Belfast BT15 1AB

CHALKY Freephone Advice Line 0808 808 5678
CHALKY Freepost BEL3837
Belfast  BT15 1BR
Email: chalky@childrenslawcentre.org

Tel: 028 9024 5704    
Fax: 028 9024 5679
Email: info@childrenslawcentre.org
www.childrenslawcentre.org

The Children’s Law Centre is a charity and can accept donations to support our work.
If you are a UK taxpayer, Gift Aid your donation and we can claim 

back an extra 25p from your taxes for every £1 you donate.
Donate securely on-line at www.cafonline.org by selecting Children’s Law Centre under 

“find a charity”or send your donation directly to Children’s Law Centre, 
FREEPOST BEL3837, Belfast BT15 1BR.

Children’s Law Centre is a company limited by guarantee, No.NI33998  |  Charity No. XR24365
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Who are youth@clc? 
We are CLC's youth advisory group, 
comprised of young people aged 
14 –21 years.  We campaign on children’s 
rights issues like the demonisation of 
young people, policing and youth justice, 
age discrimination and most recently the 
lack of support for children and young 
people with mental health problems.

Why a mental health survey in 
schools?
We were concerned that some of our peers might not 
know about counselling in schools or might be afraid to 
ask for help because of the stigma of going to a counsellor.  
We wanted to find out what young people our age think 
about counselling and what might be stopping some 
of them from using it when they need it.  We decided 
to survey Year 11s as we felt that pre-GCSE year was an 
important time when young people might need support. 
We believe that every child and young person has a right 
under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child to 
receive the type of mental health support they need, 
when they need it and for as long as they need it.

How did we do it?

In 2012, with the help of the National Children's Bureau (NCB 
NI), we carried out a questionnaire-based survey in 13 schools 
that use the Independent Counselling Service in Schools.  A 
total of 955 Year 11 students completed the survey. 

On 19 and 20 March 2013, we performed “Opening Doors” (a 
representation of our survey findings in dramatic form) at the 
MAC Theatre to students, teachers, counsellors, academics 
and youth groups.  John O'Dowd MLA, the Minister for 
Education and Sue Ramsey MLA, Chairperson of the Health 
Committee, joined us at the MAC on the second night. 

This report is a summary of what young people told 
us in the survey, the views of audience members who 
participated in the post-performance discussions at 
the MAC Theatre and our key recommendations to 
Government.  Copies of the full report are available from 
CLC and from our website.

What did young people 
tell us in the survey?
Awareness and use of school 
counselling

Although the majority of students were aware of school 
counselling, mostly through school assembly, some 
thought more could be done to improve awareness.

 “I think it should be offered and encouraged more 
as many people often don’t have the confidence to 
ask for help” (Female; 15)

“Counselling should be better advertised and 
people should be made aware that it’s okay to go 
to counselling”  (Male; 15)

18% of students who were aware of the service said they 
had used it.  

Helpfulness of school counselling

Most students who had used school counselling found it 
helpful (72%).

“It helped me deal with stress from caring after my 
mum at home and gave me more confidence”
(Male; 15)

“Because I couldn’t control my anger and the 
counsellor told me ways to control my anger” 
(Female; 14)

Females were more likely than males to state it was 
unhelpful and to say that concerns about confidentiality 
would be a reason for not using the service.

“It was too short of time so I stopped going” 
(Female; 14)

“My information was not kept confidential” 
(Female; 15)

Overall, attitudes towards school counselling were 
positive, with many agreeing that it is a good thing to have 
in school and can prevent small problems getting bigger.
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Approaching a school counsellor

More than half of the pupils said they would access a 
counsellor through a teacher first.  Males were more likely 
than females to go directly to a school counsellor and 
females were more likely to use a request box. 

Seeking help from teachers

Although the majority of students (66%) said they didn’t 
want teachers to provide counselling, nearly half said they 
would turn to a teacher to ask for help on their behalf and 
some wanted teachers to provide more encouragement to 
use school counselling.

“If teachers see a student upset or a friend 
does, he/she should get them help, all anyone 
wants is someone to say ‘Are you okay? - I’m 
here to talk” (Female; 15)

Support from family and friends

Parents were identified as the main source of support 
if students wanted someone to ask for help on their 
behalf.  A number of students said they would like to be 
accompanied to counselling by parents.  Over half of the 
students said they would prefer to talk to a family member 
or a friend if they had a problem. However, some thought 
friends could have a negative influence on the process.

Ideal school counselling service

Where and with whom?

A high proportion of students (67%) want counselling to 
be run in school by counsellors who come into the school. 
However, a small proportion would prefer counselling to 
happen outside of school in a youth or community centre.  
For some students gender (40%) and age (31%) are 
important factors when it comes to dealing with a school 
counsellor.

“Women should talk to women” (Female; 14)

“That they aren’t too old so they would be...more 
understanding” (Male; 14)

When? 

Half of students stated a preference for class time, whilst 
opinion was split regarding alternative times.

“After school so people don’t know you’re attending”
 (Female; 15)

“It should happen in a private room of the school, 
during lunchtime” (Male; 14)

How often?

One third of students stated that a student should be able 
to meet with a counsellor as often as required and 90% 
stated they wanted a “drop in” counselling service that 
they could use when needed.

“It’s not as good as it could be as you have to set up 
appointments and can’t just go when something’s 
really up” (Female; 15)

More Information

For more information on our survey and our 
performances of “Opening Doors” at the MAC...

Contact:  youth@clc at the Children’s Law Centre 
Email:  deirdremcmahon@childrenslawcentre.org
Tel:  028 9024 5704 
Web:   www.childrenslawcentre.org
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Youth@clc would like to thank all the students and schools who participated in this research.  
Youth@clc would like to acknowledge support of NCB NI who they commissioned to assist in both 

analysing the survey data and preparing this report and Big Lottery for funding the research.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS  
The key recommendations from the survey were also reflected in comments made by 

the audience during the post performance discussion at the MAC. 

1  Protect existing services in the future by 
creating a legal duty to provide counselling in 
schools (Art 2, 3, 6,19, 24, 29 UNCRC)

“Ensuring funding is protected and ringfenced to 
further develop existing service and assist in the 
development of mental wellbeing” (adult at the MAC)

“...making access to counselling either in school or in 
community a statutory right for all children...” 
(adult at the MAC)

2  Carry out a comprehensive evaluation of 
counselling in all post primary schools, with 
a focus on creating a service that reflects the 
choices and meets the needs of all students.  
The evaluation should consider our survey 
findings and recommendations (Art 2, 3, 6,12 
UNCRC and Art 7 UNCRPD)   

 “Involve young people in shaping and informing the 
future range of services” (adult at the MAC)

 “...Culturally sensitive counselling for young people 
 from ethnic minority backgrounds...and cultural 

awareness training for counsellors” (adult at the MAC)

3  Increase counselling hours for schools that 
need it to reduce waiting lists (Art 2, 3, 6, 19 
UNCRC)

 “...put in more resources...reduce waiting lists and 
increase flexibility of service.  Young people should be 
able to access the service after school not just during 
the school day and having to miss classes and return 
straight to class after a counselling session...” 

 (adult at the MAC)

“...I felt pressurised to finish early...I need someone to 
talk to so I don’t blow a fuse...and they’re trying to say 
“well you’ve been going for about six weeks now, are you 
thinking of ending it?” as if to say there’s somebody else 
that needs it more than you...” 
(young person at the MAC)

4  Increase awareness of mental health issues 
and the availability of counselling (Art 2, 3, 
12, 13, 17 UNCRC and Art 7 UNCRPD)

“...I think they need to advertise more as I didn’t even 
know of mine until tonight...”  (young person at the MAC)

5  Develop a young person’s version of guidance on 
school counselling, in consultation with young 
people and with a particular focus on addressing 
concerns about confidentiality (Art 2, 3, 12, 13,17 
UNCRC and Art 7 UNCRPD)

“What if I don’t want my parents to know what I’m 
talking about” (young person at the MAC)

“There’s people out there who don’t want to actually 
go to it because they’re scared of people knowing and 
finding out...” (young person at the MAC)

6  Provide more mental health training for 
teachers and other school staff e.g. classroom 
assistants (Art 2, 3 and 6 UNCRC)

“...funding courses for teachers...to include fundamentals 
of counselling so that teachers are better able to support 
children and work in partnership with counselling 
services in schools...” (adult at the MAC)

The Minister for Education should consider additional 
recommendations made by the audience at the MAC 
on 19 and 20 March 2013, which are in addition to the 
recommendations coming from the survey:

“...make counselling available to primary schools...”
“...having an education and health partnership for the 
services in schools...”
“...enhanced quality control of the wide range of 
counselling services offered...”

We recommend that the Minister for Education should:


