
 

SAMH  

Introduction  

Around since 1923, SAMH is Scotland’s national mental health charity. Today, in 
over 60 communities we work with adults and young people providing mental health 
social care support, services in primary care, schools and further education, among 
others. These services together with our national programme work in See Me, 
respect me, suicide prevention and active living; inform our policy and campaign 
work to influence positive social change. 

We know that school-based counselling is an effective way of supporting children 
and young people’s mental health, often preventing the need for onward referral. For 
this reason, SAMH called for school-based counsellors in Scotland as part of its 
Going To Be campaign in 2017. Therefore, SAMH welcomes the fact that every 
school in Scotland will have access to a counsellor by September of this year.  

As the Scottish Government moves forward with this commitment, careful 
consideration must be given to the implementation and delivery of school-based 
counselling to ensure there is equity of access and a consistent level of service. 
Furthermore, the provision of a national school-based counselling service must not 
come at the expense of other mental health services, in particular prevention and 
early intervention services. SAMH believes that school-based counselling must be 
part of a whole school and a whole community approach to mental health. 

In 2017, SAMH conducted research into the delivery of school-based counselling in 
Northern Ireland and Wales. We welcome this opportunity to share our learning and 
would also be happy to share our final report with the committee.  

Funding 

We know that £60 million in additional funding has been committed to provide 350 
counsellors and 60 nurses for mainstream secondary schools in Scotland.1 How this 
funding is distributed will have a significant impact on whether there is equity of 
access and a consistent level of service across Scotland.  

We know that this funding will be going directly to local authorities. Our research 
shows that this can be beneficial as local authorities can consider the needs of its 
schools better. This would be especially advantageous if a critical incident, such as a 
suicide, was to have taken place. The local authority would have greater flexibility to 
react by allocating funds accordingly. However, funding for school-based counselling 
must be additional to existing funding and sustainable.  

In 2013, the Welsh Government entered the provision of school-based counselling 
into legislation. This is significant as, without legislation, there is a risk that a future 
government may remove funding. We would be interested to know what the Scottish 
Government’s view is on legislating for the provision of school-based counselling.  

SAMH would also be interested to learn more about the allocation of funds. 
According to the Scottish Government, “the funding is being distributed based on a 
fixed sum of £45,000 allocated to each Local Authority (LA) (the equivalent of a team 
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leader for each LA), 7% on “schools located in remote rural areas” (as defined by the 
Scottish Government’s urban/rural indicator), and the remainder distributed on 
secondary pupil numbers.”2 It’s important to note that people who experience higher 
levels of deprivation are more likely to experience poor mental health.3 We would be 
interested to know why the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation has not been 
included in the Scottish Government’s distribution of funding.   

Delivery of services 

SAMH is aware that the Scottish Government has issued guidance to local 
authorities on commissioning and delivering school-based counselling services. We 
suggest that it would be helpful if this guidance were made public.  

Our research found that commissioning out services through a competitive tender 
has a number of advantages. In particular, this can ensure that the service is 
independent from schools. This avoids potential conflicts of interest or 
misunderstandings about the purpose of the service: our research from Wales and 
Northern Ireland found that there can be an expectation that the service will provide 
a disciplinary function to manage pupils’ behaviour and improve school performance 
instead of a tool to support their mental health and wellbeing.  

Consideration also needs to be given to the model of delivery for counselling 
services in schools. A referral-based cluster model involves a service responding to 
referrals from a cluster of schools, thus, the service is only present when it has been 
asked to respond. Alternatively, a sessional model involves situating the service 
within the school during the school week. SAMH believes that it is better for a service 
to be situated in the school as this can help to reduce the stigma around mental 
health and accessing mental health services. Thus, counselling services can 
become part of a whole school approach to mental health.   

SAMH believes that allowing local authorities to choose whether they commission 
services and/or implement a cluster or sessional model, could risk equity of access 
and consistency of service across Scotland. Furthermore, it will be important for the 
Scottish Government to take into consideration school counsellors and models of 
delivery that already exist in local authorities to avoid diluting current good practice.  

 Workforce  

We note that the committee has posed questions to the Cabinet Secretary regarding 
the number of counsellors in Scotland required to fill the new posts.  

From our research, we know that there can be workforce problems at the outset of 
implementing such a service, as was the case in Northern Ireland. It would be helpful 
to know how the Scottish Government intends to address any immediate shortfall in 
qualified counsellors, as well as if it has a workforce development plan.  

Additionally, in order to ensure equity of access and a consistent level of service, 
SAMH believes that there needs to be a minimum level of qualification and 
supervision. It is particularly important that prospective school counsellors will have 
experience working with children and young people. As such, we would like to know 
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if the Scottish Government has any plans to set the minimum standard for 
qualification for this role.  

Suzanne Martin, Senior Public Affairs Officer 
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