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Abstract
There has been an increasing prevalence of mental health issues among adolescents. 
Early interventions in the school setting have been identified as a way to help reduce 
and prevent these issues. However, the input of key school stakeholders is largely 
neglected within the intervention development process. This study aims to address 
this deficit by exploring student and teacher perspectives on adolescent mental 
health and the barriers and facilitators to intervention development. Data were col-
lected through six focus groups with 32 students and seven semi-structured inter-
views with teachers were conducted in one secondary school in Northern Ireland, 
alongside observations across the whole school. The data were analysed using the-
matic analysis. The main themes identified were Test anxiety as a detrimental fac-
tor to adolescent mental health particularly within the school setting. and the use of 
a multi-component intervention involving communication, education and physical 
activity could help reduce anxiety and improve well-being. Perceived facilitators for 
intervention development were co-production, pupil ownership and target age while 
barriers included the school’s role in mental health prevention, mixed interests of 
adolescents, and time constraints. Issues such as test anxiety are important factors 
to consider in designing a school-based intervention. A school-based intervention 
should be multi-dimensional to allow the programme to be tailored and sustainable 
for the school setting. Future research with a larger representative sample is required 
to obtain information on the acceptance of the intervention developed from this 
research.
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Introduction

A growing concern worldwide, is the increasing prevalence of mental health 
related difficulties affecting around 1 in 5 adolescents before the age of 18 
(Schulte-Körne 2016; Werner-Seidler et  al. 2017; World Health Organiza-
tion 2019, 2018a). Adolescence is defined as the period between the ages of 
10–19 years and is categorised as an at-risk period for developing serious mental 
health issues which is why research has suggested that it may be vital to intervene 
during this transitional life phase (McGorry et al. 2013; Weeks et al. 2017; World 
Health Organization 2018a).

Research suggests that worldwide, approximately 70 per cent of adolescents 
with a mental health issue will not receive appropriate support, services or treat-
ment pathways (Mental Health Foundation 2020; World Health Organization 
2019). Therefore, early interventions have been acknowledged as a way to prevent 
and reduce the prevalence of adolescent mental health issues (Eiland and Romeo 
2013; Weeks et  al. 2017). Many interventions within this population are often 
designed around psychosocial approaches (psychotherapy or cognitive behav-
iour therapy) or pharmacological (medication) which can be costly to sustain 
on a long-term basis (Lam 2016; Weeks et al. 2017). Due to these unsustainable 
costs, interventions incorporating education on mental health and physical activ-
ity components in the school setting are being considered as less stigmatising, 
more feasible and ultimately more cost-effective alternatives to use as a catalyst 
in creating change and reducing anxiety in adolescents (Arnold et al. 2016; Bres-
lin et al. 2016; Das et al. 2016; Fazel et al. 2014; Halliday et al. 2019). Further-
more, the school has been recommended as a setting for early intervention in the 
hope that it can prevent the emergence of poor mental health and low PWB (Fazel 
et al. 2014; Holt et al. 2018; O’ Connor et al. 2018; Pulimeno et al. 2020; World 
Health Organization 2018b).

Evidence suggests that the school may be an important institution within the 
community setting for helping promote positive mental health behaviours (Arnold 
et al. 2016; Holt et al. 2018; O’ Connor et al. 2018; Pugh and Statham 2006; Puli-
meno et al. 2020). This is because they offer a greater likelihood of programme 
adherence due to increased social support, programme structures and a more open 
environment to facilitate change in comparison to clinical or community-based 
interventions (Betts and Thompson 2017; Hoover and Mayworm 2017). Schools 
are acceptable intervention settings as the programme can be applied to individu-
als regardless of gender or background and provides a continuous structured envi-
ronment for introducing interventions to children and young people (Holt et  al. 
2018).

Many of these school-based interventions have not set an emphasis on mental 
health and well-being outcomes; instead, the programmes focussed on improve-
ments to academic outcomes, cognitive functioning or increasing the level 
of physical activity undertaken (Sullivan et  al. 2017; Ribeiro et  al. 2010; Van 
Sluijs et al. 2007). The reasoning behind this lack of emphasis is that adolescents 
often have to rely on schools and teachers for their mental health education and 
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unfortunately schools and teachers are not often provided with adequate train-
ing and resources to facilitate this (O’Reilly et al. 2018). This was highlighted in 
the Time to Change report (2012) which illustrated that many teachers within the 
United Kingdom do not receive appropriate support or guidance to tackle mental 
health and well-being in schools. Similar to this report, NICCY (2017) acknowl-
edged that the I-Matter programme, which was implemented in NI to promote 
resilience, health and well-being, demonstrated that many schools did not feel 
equipped to deal with the mental health and well-being of their students. So there-
fore, despite the use of school-based interventions, researchers have acknowl-
edged that there is sporadic evidence on the success effectiveness of these pro-
grammes in addressing mental health issues among young people. Researchers 
have acknowledged, that is primarily due to difficulties faced in achieving high 
quality collaboration, sufficient input from key stakeholders, limited resources, 
education and responsibility as well as limited guidelines or tools to facilitate this 
engagement (Borg and Pålshaugen 2019; Davies and Matley 2017; Fazel et  al. 
2014; Morgan et al. 2019).

Evidence suggests that for successful school-based interventions, the use of 
stakeholders in the development process brings expertise in from a range of 
different disciplines and backgrounds which, in turn, contributes greatly to the 
research process (Arnold et  al. 2016; Daly-Smith et  al. 2020; National Institute 
of Health Research 2018; Schulte-Körne 2016; Reed et  al. 2020; World Health 
Organization 2012). Indeed, the limited evidence that is available supports  this 
contention;  the involvement of stakeholders in the development of interventions 
can help to ensure effective implementation (Arnold et al. 2016; Daly-Smith et al. 
2020; Majid et  al. 2018; McGorry et  al. 2013; Reed et  al. 2020; World Health 
Organisation 2012). Therefore this study will consider the perspectives of both 
students and teachers as part of a larger co-production study to aid the develop-
ment of a school-based mental health intervention. This study serves to highlight 
the key issues that need to be addressed by researchers when developing school-
based interventions and is important to consider in co-production models within 
school-based research.

Aims and objectives

The overall aim of the current study is to involve students and teachers in the 
development of an intervention to help reduce mental health problems among 
adolescents. Specifically, this study sought to:

• Develop an understanding of the participants’ perceptions of what mental 
health is and the key mental health issues young people face;

• Identify potential intervention components and outcome measures; and
• Develop an understanding of the school environment and the factors in the 

school environment that may help or hinder intervention implementation.
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Methods

This study is part a larger doctoral research project which involves a two-fold 
approach. Firstly to design a school-based mental health and mental well-being 
intervention through a co-produced model with a co-research school. Secondly, to 
co-develop and test the feasibility of the intervention to determine if it can improve 
mental health outcomes and well-being among young people and is acceptable for 
delivery in the school setting. The overall study was primarily based on stages one 
and two of the Medical Research Council (MRC) framework for developing com-
plex interventions, with a pragmatic mixed methods approach used to identify inter-
vention components and outcomes. This current study formed the second phase of 
the overall research project by conducting a qualitative study with key school stake-
holders to identify possible outcomes for the intervention focus and explore barriers 
to intervention development/implementation.

Study design

Morgan et al. (2019) recommended the use of multiple qualitative methods in the 
early stages of designing interventions. Therefore, this paper follows an qualitative 
research design with a semi-ethnographic approach. This dynamic method follows 
a path of inquiry which offers a more comprehensive understanding of the research 
problem as it was deemed a more rigorous approach than traditional cross-sectional 
interviews. Research suggested that ethnographic research often makes significant 
use of observations which are then triangulated with interviews and/or informal dis-
cussions increasing the validity of the research findings (Creswell and Plano Clark, 
2018). Data collection began on 13th March 2018 and ended on 22nd June 2018.

Study setting and participants

An independent, all-boys, grammar school (one with many pupils aged 12–18 years 
old who have undertaken academic selection examinations and met specific admis-
sion criteria) in Belfast, Northern Ireland was invited to be involved in the qualita-
tive research This school was used within this current study as they were the as an 
educational co-research partner in the wider project. A convenience sample of stu-
dents and teachers was used in this study. A total of 32 students participated in six 
focus group interviews and seven teachers (three females, four males) participated in 
the individual semi-structured interviews.

Procedure and data collection

Ethical approval was gained from the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social 
Work at Queens University Belfast (12th March 2018; Ref no: 005_1920). Observa-
tions were conducted over two months across the whole school (i.e. in the classroom 
during curriculum subjects or pupil development sessions, during class examinations 
and during lunch breaks). Observations were conducted to gain an understanding of 
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how the school operates and how students interact with their peers and teachers, and, 
importantly, how an intervention would best fit into this environment. This approach 
was used to add additional depth to the findings from the interview and focus group 
data while enabling triangulation (Bryman 2016; Creswell and Plano Clark 2018). The 
observations were conducted in three phases and recorded as field notes in a notebook 
and on an observation template. Firstly, a descriptive phase was conducted to provide a 
broad overview of the setting followed by a focussing phase which recognised patterns 
in behaviour being observed. Next, the observations became more focussed to establish 
and clarify elements of the school setting and how an intervention could be developed 
and tailored to this environment. Green et al. (2015) suggested that this would allow the 
researcher to identify and understand any barriers that could impact intervention imple-
mentation. Finally, once the saturation point was reached, i.e. the new research findings 
replicated previous material, the observation phase of the research was concluded.

The MRC guidelines for the development of complex interventions recommends 
interviews and focus group with key stakeholders prior to development (Craig et  al. 
2008). To this end, individual semi-structured interviews were conducted in June 2018, 
with seven teachers from across a range of areas (e.g. heads of department, form tutors 
and subject teachers). The interviews were held at a location of their choice within the 
school setting and lasted between 9 and 25 min. The inclusion of teachers from differ-
ent subject areas was to provide an in-depth understanding of the school environment 
and how the teachers felt an intervention could be developed within this setting. Con-
ducting the interviews in the school setting and face-to-face provided the opportunity to 
gain further clarification to observation findings.

Focus group interviews were conducted between May and June 2018 to generate an 
organised discussion with selected students to gain collective and rich detailed informa-
tion about the research topic (Arthur et al. 2012; Green et al. 2015; Morse and Niehaus, 
2009). A total of six focus groups took place; three with key stage three students (aged 
12–14), two with key stage four students (aged 15–16) and one with key stage five 
students (aged 17–18). Approximately four to seven students took part in each focus 
group. The focus group sessions were conducted on the school premises in available 
classrooms and lasted around 10–25 min depending on the availability of the students 
during the normal school day. Interview and focus group protocols were developed 
with open ended questions including questions on the main mental health issues affect-
ing young people, the potential use of physical activity to relieve these and how an 
intervention could fit into the school environment. This left flexibility for additional 
questions to be added as required during the interview (Supplementary File 1). This 
format was vital for gaining an understanding of the perspectives of the key stakehold-
ers to identify key intervention components and outcome measures. Permission was 
sought to record the interview from all participants.

Data analysis

The interviews and focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
Data were anonymised and stored within a secure university computer. Thematic 
analysis was conducted using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six step process to identify 
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emerging themes from the transcripts. A main strength of thematic analysis is that 
it is a flexible and rigorous process which can provide rich and detailed information 
(Bryman 2016; Vaismoradi et al. 2013). An inductive approach was used to prevent 
over defining the analysis process while also allowing new concepts and themes to 
be established (Braun and Clarke 2006).

To thematically analyse the data, initial familiarisation of the data was conducted 
by reading and re-reading the observation field notes and transcriptions of the inter-
views and focus groups. During the process, free-form notes were made and key-
words and statements of interest noted. The data were then coded for key themes 
which were reviewed and refined. This refinement phase involved a processing tech-
nique of spreading excerpts of the transcripts into groups and using the NVivo soft-
ware version 12 (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2018) to help winnow the themes into a 
manageable number. Finally, the data were reviewed to ensure they represented the 
data within the transcripts. During the analysis process, the authors’ reviewed the 
data independently and then discussed the key themes uncovered, any disagreements 
were resolved through discussion.

Results

Seven teachers (3 females, 4 males) participated in semi-structured interviews while 
32 students (all male) aged 12–18 years (M = 14.69, SD ± 2.04) were involved in six 
focus groups. Table  1 displays the characteristics of the participants. In the pres-
entation of these results, the teachers will be identified as (T) and students as (S). 
Initially 121 codes were retrieved from the dataset covering a broad area. Subse-
quently through the thematic analysis process, the initial general codes were refined 
and re-defined with five core themes identified; (1) perceptions of mental health, (2) 

Table 1  Characteristics of participants

Characteristics of interview participants Characteristics of focus group participants

No. of participants 7 Number recruited 39
Gender 4 (male); Number participated 32

3 (female) Gender All male
Average years taught 14 years Mean age (SD) 14.69 (± 2.04)
Subject area No. per focus group (m) 6
 Science 2 No. participants per year groups
 Languages 1  Year 14 4
 Mathematics 1  Year 13 3
 Physical education 3  Year 12 4

Position in School  Year 11 5
 House Master 2  Year 10 5
 Form Teacher 4  Year 9 6
 Head of Department 1  Year 8 5
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test anxiety, (3) ways to reduce anxiety and stress, (4) facilitators for intervention 
development, and (5) barriers to intervention implementation (Table 2).

Theme 1: perceptions of mental health

Findings suggested that teachers and students had different understandings of mental 
health and well-being. For example, many teachers focussed on the positive aspects 
of mental health.

I suppose, I am probably thinking quality of life and you know having a posi-
tive outlook, I suppose it touches every aspect of mental health, it doesn’t just 
affect, it isn’t just a small compartment… you can have positive mental health 
(T).
General well-being, feeling good, physically good, emm, that could be either 
physical or mental (T).

In contrast, several students saw mental health in a negative light perhaps due to 
a lack of understanding and stigmatisation with one noting ‘Kind of like a mental 
asylum, kinda what mental is’. The negativity associated with mental health was 
highlighted by the students as something that is personal and embarrassing to dis-
cuss, demonstrating that adolescents, particularly young males, do not like to dis-
cuss mental health.

I think a majority of young people don’t want to say anything, because they 
feel weak and vulnerable (S).

Table 2  Themes and sub-themes

Themes Sub themes

Mental health Ability to cope
Mental health perspectives
Relationships

Test anxiety Constant examinations
Physiological and psychological symptoms
Pressure and expectations

Ways to reduce anxiety and stress Communication
Education
Physical activity

Facilitators for intervention development Best time
Pupil ownership
Research co-production
Target age

Barriers to intervention implementation Issue of time
Lack of resources
Mixed interests of programme participants
School’s role in mental health prevention
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I feel like people are embarrassed to talk about it (S).
It’s like private, in your head (S).

Both students and teachers agreed that relationships and home-life were a huge fac-
tor on how anxious young people became during exam time and how these issues 
could affect their ability to cope.

Kids under stress, under pressure, kids not coping with the dealings of every-
day of life (T).
The increased anxiety in kids that they can’t [slight pause] find the resilience 
to get around the problems, and I do find that things overwhelm them (T).
Sometimes the odd family issue could come up as well and it’s quite stressful 
(S).
How people judge you, it can kinda hurt you inside a lot and you don’t really 
want to show that much, so it hurts you mentally, rather than physically (S).

Although students and teachers had different perspectives on what mental health 
could be defined as, both acknowledged the importance of mental health issues, 
highlighting that increased anxiety and stress can be overwhelming. These constant 
pressures may impact adolescent resilience, therefore resulting in a reduced ability 
to cope with adverse life events.

Theme 2: academic stress

While students and teachers mentioned several different mental health issues the key 
issue emerging from the data was the detrimental effect of academic stress, particu-
larly test anxiety, on adolescent mental health.

More in today’s society it seems to be a bigger and bigger issue, its academic 
stress (T).
Stressed, like sometimes you just want to get on with it….maybe like the 
results of exams (S).
With mental health you start to notice boys start to struggle and that’s when a 
lot of things come out and a lot of things actually come out around exams (T).

A possible reason for this focus on test anxiety is that adolescents are now faced 
with an increasing number of examinations and assessments with both teachers and 
students noting that this endless cycle does not provide students with an opportunity 
to get a break and clear their mind.

Now every three weeks they have a controlled assessment that goes towards 
their exams, they have pressure of that, they have revision and a chance to re-
sit and all off a sudden, kids come June could be sitting like 27 exams because 
they are repeating and because they have to push up and because of the exam 
system the way it is (T).
I think there is just more and more pressure where the kids don’t get a break 
and don’t get their head showered and therefore can’t cope with the stress (T).
Quite a lot of pressure to do well and revise (S).
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As the Year 9 group complete a standardised test, it is clear to see that even 
at the ages of 12 and 13 years old, pupils seem stressed and anxious during 
examinations. Several different signs of anxiety are evident; biting nails; fidg-
eting; and heavier breathing (Observation note).

However, it was clear that it was not just the examinations themselves that were cre-
ating high levels of anxiety for students but the fact that the results could determine 
their futures.

Exams decide what you’re going to do with the rest of your life, if you’re going 
to be successful or not (S).

The findings highlight that test anxiety should perhaps be included as an outcome 
to focus on for developing the intervention as part of the larger research project. By 
addressing this factor it may foster a greater understanding and allow for the creation 
of coping strategies for adolescents during times of examination stress and anxiety.

Theme 3: ways to reduce anxiety and stress

Teachers and students discussed a range of solutions that they felt could help reduce 
anxiety and stress. Firstly, several students and teachers expressed the importance of 
how schools communicated mental health issues with students, indicating that it is 
imperative to maintain a safe and positive space for their students to help foster per-
sonal development and be open to discuss any issues.

I think being more open to letting people talk about it in school (S).
Just try to encourage them and yes we are wanting you to do well, but we 
aren’t viewing you as a failure, if you don’t and that yes for your own personal 
development and your grasping of the subject, you are wanting to do well, but 
there are more important things than exams (T).
You should always like speak to someone you trust (S).
I think making it as we do as much as possible a normal thing, well, it’s a nor-
mal occurrence it’s not a shameful thing, it’s not a disgrace to suffer it (T).

Education was the second suggested factor that participants believed could be useful 
within a developed intervention. This was discussed as a need for education around 
mental health and strategies to help overcome any challenges. One student acknowl-
edged that ‘getting advice’ would help educate students on how to cope with their 
stresses and anxiety by having extra information and strategies to use. Furthermore, 
several participants highlighted that educating young people about mental health 
and helping them to develop coping strategies could be potential solutions to reduce 
anxiety and stress.

Suppose it starts where we are in here doesn’t it, with education …. and to try 
and educate people that it is a real issue and at the end of the day anyone of us 
could be affected by it (T).

Th final factor discussed was the use of physical activity as a catalyst for change. 
Aside from the distraction and mental release physical activity offers young people, 
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teachers felt that physical activity could play an important role in the adolescents’ 
personal and professional development. One teacher reflected that ‘extracurricular 
activity builds their resilience and builds their positivity.’ Participants’ suggested 
that physical activity could help the learning process and result in changes in behav-
iour and emotional reactions to situations like examinations.

For a lot of them it is very good, as a lot of boys who perform academically are 
also the boys who play competitive sport, so you do find that the two of those 
go hand in hand (T).
Two teachers in the maths classroom where overheard discussing how they felt 
that physical activity was really important, and schools can be used to help 
encourage young people into activity from first year so that they will socially, 
mentally and physically benefit which will in turn help their school work 
(Observation note).
I think it is just kinda easier to learn by using sport (S).

Additionally, both students and teachers highlighted that physical activity can be 
used as a relaxation tool to reduce stress around examination periods.

Definitely during exam time, just letting them go out and get some fresh air 
and play… Emm, just gives them free time, emm, and again they are not think-
ing about exams and stuff that stresses them (S).
You are released from having to work all the time, and it lets you do something 
you love (S).
There is no doubt that physical activity, well it releases endorphins and gives 
you that natural high, it does, it sets you up for the day, emm and it does help 
you release stress (T).

The participants believed that physical activity may benefit physiological and psy-
chological health. They thought that participating in physical activity helped allevi-
ate anxiety and stress connected with exams and school pressure. The findings sug-
gested that students prefer to engage in fun physical activities with some level of 
competition as this allows them a chance to relax and be free from any stressors that 
may be affecting them. Taken together, the data emerging from this theme suggests 
that a multi-component intervention, encompassing communication, education and 
physical activity, could be an effective approach in helping to reduce stress and anxi-
ety in this population.

Theme 4: facilitators for intervention development

One of the key issues identified in previous research has been the time availabil-
ity for delivery of interventions in the school setting (van Nassau et al. 2016; Tyler 
2013). Therefore, participants were asked for their views on how an intervention 
might be facilitated within the busy school day. The data highlighted various views 
discussing the best time for intervention delivery.

If I was picking a time that would be best, it would be during the exam time 
that May and June slot, or just before it (T).
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Could be like somewhere over lunch time, like a mid-day sort of thing (S).
If it can be built into the curriculum that’s the way to do it (T)

Based on discussions with students and teachers, and further confirmation through 
observations, the best intervention would be a brief programme that would easily 
fit into the school day and be delivered in the weeks before the examination peri-
ods begin. Another finding that emerged was the necessity of allowing pupils to be 
involved in sessions and giving them a voice. This should foster positive engage-
ment in activities which may be beneficial for effective programme implementation 
and acceptability.

They could choose where to go because if you tell them where to go, then they 
think I have to do this and they think about it. If you do that then they can just 
lose themselves and do it (S).
I would like a programme, where the people taking part could choose the 
activities (S).
You need, here is what works best and then still allow them to tweak it and 
allow them to add their own stamp on how it fits into the school (T).

When asked about the value of schools working with researchers to design an inter-
vention for young people, teachers highlighted the importance of working together 
in the school setting to co-produce a mental health programme.

Yeah, otherwise you can’t get it absolutely right, I mean all schools function 
quite differently (T).
Gotta get academic involvement and then we going to have to educate down 
this is why we are doing it and if we can do that there then we have a chance 
(T).

One teacher felt that ‘…you would really need to work hard to really integrate with 
that school’, acknowledging the importance of co-design with the school and how 
essential it could be to ensure it fits right into that school’s environment. Participants 
highlighted that it is important for researchers to work with the school, to achieve 
a sustainable intervention. Another suggestion from the participants, (both teach-
ers and students) was that in the intervention design, finding the appropriate target 
group is vital. Participants thought that the younger age groups in the post primary 
setting (i.e. when they enter the school at the age of 11–12) or in the early years of 
secondary education (ages 11–15) may benefit the most from an intervention.

First year as that’s when you’re coming into the school (S).
Hopefully by the time, they get to Year 11, they have had sufficient practice at 
Years 8, 9 and 10, to allow them to do that… (T).

Observational data indicated that a number of students across each year group had a 
noticeable change in behaviour around the examination periods. First year students 
(11–12 years) did not appear as stressed with the mention of examinations, however 
from Year 9 (12–13 years) onwards, students became more anxious. These findings 
suggest that the intervention designed for this project should target Key Stage 3 stu-
dents (ages 11–14 years) as this would allow students a chance to develop coping 
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mechanisms by the time they reach the more stressful examination periods such as 
GCSEs.

Theme 5: barriers to intervention implementation

Several barriers were identified by participants that could influence intervention 
implementation (time, resources, mixed interests of potential programme partici-
pants and the school’s role in helping reduce mental health issues). Findings indi-
cated that the issue of time and limited resources were perhaps the biggest barriers 
in implementing any new programme in the school setting.

I think your biggest problem, is their curricular time as we are already pres-
sured with the amount of subjects you have to cover in those periods, you have 
to cover the specifications and get them done in time (T).
How you fit that into the day, into timetables that are already difficult to man-
age (T).
This is going to take money, there are schools that don’t have money for this 
sort of thing (T).

The creation of a variety of activities in sessions was reported as an important factor 
to consider especially if the programme was to use physical activity components. 
Participants acknowledged that not all students enjoy taking part in sporting activi-
ties and will vary in athletic and skill ability.

Trying to get everybody involved without saying this is the weaker group or 
without having somebody overpowered in a game (T).
I think your difficulty will be finding something that everybody will engage 
into…(T).

There was also the suggestion that due to the ever-increasing demands on academics 
and extra-curricular activities in schools, teachers were under severe pressure and 
therefore would struggle to implement a complicated programme that would involve 
a lot of input from them.

Teachers are more and more stressed because of the deadlines they have to hit 
and the paperwork they have to do and adding to that would be your issue….
(T).
It’s got to the point, where the grace or the goodwill of staff has nearly been 
eradicated because they have been stressed…. (T).

Discussion

This study set out to identify factors that should be taken into consideration when 
designing a mental health intervention for adolescents in the school setting. In 
addition, the study sought to explore teachers’ and students’ understandings of the 
concept of mental health. Results indicated that while teachers tended to focus on 
positive aspects of mental health, students were more likely to have negative views. 
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Although no previous studies have compared student and teacher perceptions 
directly, there is evidence, based on a systematic review by Goodwin et al. (2016), to 
suggest that adolescents perceive mental health as a weakness. In contrast, the evi-
dence from studies with adults is mixed; some studies found a positive view of men-
tal health (Evans-Lacko et al. 2013; Mackenzie et al. 2008) while others report that 
adults possess negative beliefs (Gale 2007; Henderson et al. 2013; Knight and Win-
terbotham 2019; Salaheddin and Mason 2016). It would appear from these findings 
that the intervention should address the negative views held by students, particularly 
around the stigma that might be associated with having a mental illness.

One of the key findings to emerge from the study is the detrimental effect that 
academic stress, in particular test anxiety, has on adolescents’ mental health, some-
thing that echoes previous research (Putwain and Pescod, 2018; Thomas et al. 2018; 
von der Embse et  al. 2018). Gregor (2005) suggested that the increasing demand 
for academic success and increased formal testing leads to the development of test 
anxiety. Given the continued focus of schools on examinations and assessments, it is 
imperative that the intervention provides students with potential strategies to reduce 
their level of anxiety around exam time.

When asked about possible strategies that might help with this, teachers and 
students suggested a range of components that can be generally grouped under the 
headings of communication, education and physical activity. In line with previous 
research (Casbarro 2005; Ergene 2003; Putwain and Daley 2014), the findings high-
light the need for a multi-component intervention given the complexities associated 
with addressing academic stress in adolescence. Furthermore, research by Gregor 
(2005), Liu et  al. (2019) and Melnyk et  al. (2013) suggests that multi-component 
interventions increase the likelihood of programme effectiveness.

To shed light on what factors might help or hinder the implementation of inter-
vention programmes in schools, participants were asked about potential facilitators 
and barriers. The findings suggest that co-producing an intervention with schools is 
important, pupil ownership and an appropriate target age could be important facili-
tators impacting programme success. Participants highlighted the importance of 
researchers working to design a programme that can be sustainable in the school 
setting. This fits well with previous research which has suggested that the best 
approach for intervention development is to work with key stakeholders (Hawkins 
et al. 2017; National Institute of Health Research 2018). The target age for the inter-
vention was also discussed by participants, with a majority of teachers and students 
suggesting that early intervention may help young people gain the appropriate train-
ing and skills to deal effectively with mental health issues later in life. Evidence has 
previously suggested that mental health issues often begin to manifest by the age of 
14 (Weeks et al. 2017; World Health Organization 2018b). This suggests that ado-
lescents under the age of 14 should be targeted to receive the intervention.

Participants identified several barriers that could influence intervention imple-
mentation; time, resources, mixed interests of potential programme participants 
and the school’s role in helping reduce mental health issues. The Time to Change 
report (2012) highlighted that schools do not have the appropriate resources to 
tackle mental health. This sentiment was echoed by participants who noted that 
financial resources were a major barrier, therefore it will be imperative to design an 
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intervention which is cost-effective and uses limited resources to ensure cost does 
not impact the effectiveness of the programme.

Participants noted that one of the biggest challenges to school-based interven-
tions is the limited time available in schools due to the pressures of the ever-expand-
ing academic curriculum. This coincides with previous research which reports that 
schools now have little time for anything outside the ‘normal’ curriculum (Tyler 
2013; van Nassau et al. 2016). Given that interventions lasting at least 10 min have 
been shown to be effective in improving well-being, test anxiety and reducing emo-
tional and behavioural symptoms (Krispenz and Dickhauser 2018; Lamb and Gul-
liford 2011) this suggests that interventions developed for the school setting should 
maybe utilise as few resources as possible and require little training, preparation or 
delivery time. The valuable input from the key stakeholders during this study com-
bined with co-researcher data analysis phase (Anoymised for peer review) led to 
the co-production of the R.E.A.C.T (Reducing Exam-Anxiety through Activity and 
Coping Techniques) intervention, a 6 week multi-component school-based 25 min 
programme for adolescents aged 12–14  years old based on psychoeducation and 
physical activity components (Paper Under review).

Limitations

The primary limitation of this study was that the semi-structured interviews and 
focus groups were carried out in only one school with a small sample. The school 
was an all-male grammar school which means that there is little diversity in the 
student population. This limits the potential for generalisability and may reduce 
the validity of the research finding The limitation also means restrictions on the 
generalisability of the findings to other schools. To overcome this limitation, two 
other schools were included during the wider study. They were different to the co-
researcher school (an all-female school and an integrated co-educational school). 
The involvement of two additional schools allowed for further perceptions of ado-
lescent mental health and factors related to intervention development to be identi-
fied and explored. Secondly, only seven teachers were able to be interviewed due 
to time constraints and academic demands during the last term of school. Thirdly, 
the recruited students were selected by the school, which could have led to selec-
tion bias impacting the findings. Finally, whilst an inductive coding approach was 
applied during the thematic analysis of the data, it is acknowledged that it is unre-
alistic to completely remove the researcher’s prior knowledge and epistemological 
position in identifying and redefining codes (Braun and Clarke 2006). However, par-
ticipation elicitation was carried out in another study (Neill et al. 2021) to use key 
stakeholders to analyse the qualitative data to improve the validity of the results.

Notwithstanding these limitations, a major strength of the study is that it has 
incorporated the views and opinions of key school stakeholders—teachers and stu-
dents—as well as observational notes in the school setting, into the development 
of an intervention aimed at young people in schools. These multiple methods of 
data collection provided rich detail to allow the identification of key themes, ena-
bling a more in-depth understanding of the area to provide the basis for intervention 
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development. This triangulation of data used helps ensure validity of research find-
ings. The results will enable the intervention to be tailored specifically to the popu-
lation of young people in the school setting. Thus it is hoped that this will ensure the 
usability and feasibility of the intervention in the future.

Conclusion

This qualitative study provided a valuable insight into school stakeholders’ (i.e. stu-
dents and teachers) perspectives on mental health and ways to reduce the pervasive 
issue of academic stress in the form of test anxiety. The data confirmed the impor-
tance of providing adolescents with strategies to help them cope with anxiety which 
should, in turn, improve their mental health outcomes. The findings suggest that a 
multi-component intervention using education, communication and physical activ-
ity strategies could be the best way to help tackle test anxiety in this population. 
The study findings have implications for intervention development for school-based 
mental health programmes in general and highlight the advantages of incorporating 
the views of key stakeholders. Future research is required with a larger representa-
tive sample to obtain more generalisable information of intervention components 
and barriers.
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