
Friday 15th March 2024

IMHARS Sharing Practice & 

Celebration Event

Improving lives and outcomes for all



• Across all schools/colleges, 
Southwark’s IMHARS 
framework model describes 
the 10 components of 
school/college life that can 
support and contribute to 
pupils’ positive mental health 
and resilience.

• Each section has guidance, 
including questions for 
reflection and ideas for action, 
together with some useful 
quality assured resources.



Introductions
Lisa Christiansen Head of School of Rotherhithe Primary school part of the NEST 
Academy Trust- which we joined in October 23 (we were formerly part of the River 
Hill Federation). 

Formerly Inclusion Lead and SENCO with a Specialism and qualifications in assessing 
and teaching children with dyslexia. 
My email:  lchristiansen@rotherhithe.southwark.sch.uk

Susie Lanyado Averbrook, Whole School Approach Lead for the MHST and School 
Engagement Team @ the Nest. From an education background, having taught and 
been part of SLT's in PRU's and mainstream schools, in several boroughs and most 
recently an Achievement Coaching Programme Manager for Groundwork, in 
secondary schools.

Lanyadoaverbrook



Aims
• Give a short summary of the school’s journey and work around 

mental health and wellbeing with a particular focus on children with 
SEND needs.

• Short overview of Forest School and Sensory Circuits what it is and 
how we are using it with children with mental health or SEND needs. 

• Explanation of how the programme fits in with Southwark’s 
wellbeing first approach to mental health and the development of 
resilience.

• To consider some lessons that we have learned.
• Look at support we are receiving from the Mental Health Support 

Team from Groundwork has offered us as a school and can offer.



School Context
 Rotherhithe Primary School is a two-form entry primary school situated in Southwark that borders with Lewisham 

serving a rich and diverse community. 

 Rotherhithe Primary School has 94.57% of pupils living within the top 3 most deprived postcodes (IDACI data). 

 The proportion of pupils known to be eligible for Pupil Premium is 42%.  

 We have 23% of pupils on the SEND register (higher than the National Average) and 55% of these children are 

receiving Pupil Premium funding. 

 We have 15 children with EHC plans and 2 more in the process of being finalised.  This equates to 5% of the 

school’s population.  (National average for primary schools is 2.5%)

 Highest category of Special Need:  Speech and Language, Autism spectrum, social emotional and mental health 

needs.

 We are increasingly faced with financial challenges and currently have mixed age classes across key stage 2 to 

help manage these.

 Mental health needs within the community seems to be every increasing.



Inclusion Quality Mark Flagship 
and IMHARS Champion School

Collaboration and sharing of 
best practice is key

 IQM Cluster meetings

 Southwark SEND hub

 Across Federation and Academy

 NEST SEND forum

 Cherry Gardens

 Champion school collaborations

 Continual learning

 Groundwork and MHST



Innovations and 
commissioning: Yoga 
and Mindfulness for 
Resilience

 Teaches strategies to support 
resilience

 Self-awareness

 Focus is on core strength/Increase 
flexibility

 Mindfulness

 Brain science

 Self-regulation

The children enjoy the programme 
but they also apply the skills learned.  
E.g. we have found it particularly 
useful with a boy who has ADHD-
who will use poses to help him to 
manage his energy levels. 

Commissioned by RPS: provider & copyrighted 
by Kellie Ansell



Outside agencies –Sustainability



Whole School Approach
It is everyone’s responsibility to 
promote mental health and wellbeing 
of pupils and to meet the needs of 
children with SEND

Wellbeing policy

Start with whole school training 

Increasingly important to provide the 
teachers in the classroom with the 
tools to support children



Whole School: 
RPS SEND 
Research Projects







Parents comments: Trial 1

“I really enjoyed it, it made me really think about the amount of time we spend on 

screens and do I really know what is going on”

“It is very interesting to know what is happening in the school so that we can do the same 

and the children get the same teaching. I went home and talked about what zone I was in 

and my children were very surprised.”

“I liked the self-care session; I have learned to take care of myself better so that I can be 

there for my family.”

Parents suggestions for improvement for other parent/carer groups

“it would be really good if we could have more mindfulness, I really enjoyed that and I 

wanted to do that more and learn more about it. So if you could include mindfulness in 

every session that would be great.”

“I think you really need to think about how you advertise this course to parents. Many 

parents think that if it's for a parenting course and they are being asked to go that the 

school think that they are bad parents and they are somehow going to be watched and 

that's why people stay away from them. I think you really need to tell them that this 

course is about sharing information that's really important to keep their children safe and 

to help their family be happy and for the kids to be better learners.”

Lessons 
Learnt



Parents comments: Trial 2.

The parents were asked to recall what they had enjoyed from the course and what they would take away from this time we 

had spent together.

“This course helped me to relate to other parents and feel supported. We were able to share ideas and we felt supported that 

there were other parents going through the same things”

“Learning about internet safety was important for me. I didn’t even know half of it and what you can do. I’m now more 

confident to monitor the children and do what I can to support each of them and what’s right for each age group.”

“I enjoyed learning about the Mind and the body connection, and you can’t think about mental health as something separate, 

it’s all connected.”

“For me it was learning about the Nest and that there is support out there other than CAMHS, especially in the holidays when 

the schools are shut.”

“ .. we have learned the same language as the teachers. Being on the same page makes life flow and for my daughter. Her two 

worlds have interacted”

“ …it has been so nice to become connected with other parents. My children started school during the pandemic, and I didn’t 

know anyone. So now I see people in the playground, and we know each other and have shared something, shared our 

experiences.”





Where both 
interventions  fit? 

The Forest School and Sensory Circuit 

sessions for children with additional 

needs are early interventions delivered to 

those showing elevated risk of mental 

health challenges. 

Universal training and offering of Forest 

School in EY



IMHARS Project Focus

Why?

Research suggests that up to 54% of people with special needs 
go on to have mental health challenges. Of adults with long 
term mental health problems, half will have experienced their 
first symptoms before the age of 14. 

The aim

Project Focus:  To increase the wellbeing of children with SEND 
or who have been identified as at-risk of low wellbeing due to 
trauma, through the engagement in a range of quality assured, 
holistic interventions.

• Once chosen project was Forest School.  Whole staff training-
great fun!

• The SENDCO and a Teaching Assistant (who support children 
with EHC plans) successfully completed their level 3 
accreditation training to become Forest School leaders.  This 
was not easy – lots of learning!

• They now lead interventions for children with SEND or 
emotional wellbeing needs across the school. 



Forest School what is 
it?

• Forest School is a child-centred inspirational learning process, 
that offers opportunities for holistic growth through regular 
sessions within a natural setting.

• Forest School arrived in the UK in 1993 but has its roots in the 
open-air culture of Scandinavia.

• It develops confidence and self-esteem through learner 
inspired, hands-on experiences in a natural setting.

• The process helps and facilitates more than knowledge-
gathering, it helps learners develop socially, emotionally, 
spiritually, physically and intellectually.

• Forest School is now widely used within Early Years settings to 
develop communication, problems solving and knowledge 
and understanding of the world.



Why is Forest School 
so popular?

• Forest School programmes support play, exploration and 
supported risk taking. 

• The child is at the heart of their learning experience -
concentrating on building confidence, resilience, and 
curiosity. 

• The learning space is both a safe and nurturing environment 
that is non-judgemental and allows pupils to try stuff out. 

• Forest School, therefore, helps participants to become, 
healthy, resilient, creative and independent learners.

• It helps learners to develop self-regulation skills.



Who is it for?
Everyone will benefit from Forest 
School.

• We take our children to Southwark Park’s Nature 
reserve

• We are very lucky to now have an onsite Forest School 
that is growing and developing as a space.

• Advantage of the onsite space is that all our EY children 
are now able to attend Forest School at some point in 
the year.  This we link with the children’s learning in 
class.  

However, it can be particularly helpful for children who 
need to develop resilience and are:

• Nervous,

• Anxious

• Withdrawn

• Limited language



Brainstorm

Task:

What activities could develop 
problem solving, resilience 
and emotional regulation 
within natural environments.



Implementation

Identification

Children are identified for this 
intervention using Thrive, Leuven and 
teacher assessments.

The programme provides leaders with 
suggested ideas for sessions, but the 
aim is to go with child led interests.



Safety

The Forest School approach to risk means that learners 
constantly expand on their abilities by solving real-world 
issues, building self-belief and developing their resilience.  
There are risks in everything we do, and we grow by 
overcoming them.



Assessment of Impact 
of Forest School on 
children with SEND or 
Aces

Researchers Miles Richardson, McEwan 
et al., 2016 stated that exposure to 
nature can generate positive emotions 
and balance people’s moods, resulting 
in better resilience.  

 Pupil voice

 Case study approach

 Leuven wellbeing and involvement scales



Case study approach
Rayann a pupil waiting to be assessed for autism at Sunshine 

House.

Concerns:

Poor eye contact
Social difficulties
Difficulties with change to routine
Lack of to and from conversation
Working below age related expectations across the curriculum

Rayaan has shared with the paediatrician that she worries that 

she is different to other children and feels worried about other 

people knowing she isn’t the same

Using the Leuven indicator Rayaan’s

class teacher and SENDCo shared the 

following observations: 



Sustainability • You need to have more than one person trained and 
they need to be motivated and not scared of weather!

• Buying wellingtons and waterproofs for back up  is 
helpful.

• Whole school training is not essential but helps 
everyone to understand what Forest School is and to 
value the intervention.

• Onsite Forest School increases sustainability and 
access. 

• Make links with local Forest School providers- e,g. there 
is one within Southwark Park

• Enlist Parent volunteers

• Make links with Science curriculum learning

• Parents love it because children love it!







Partnership Work and Best Practice
• MHST- Mental Health Support Team, Groundwork

• Early intervention and prevention support for CYP, families and the whole school community in primary and 
secondary schools. 

• Whole School Approach to supporting mentally healthy schools through 1:1’s, targeted groups, assemblies, 
parent workshops, staff training and consultation 

Bespoke to School Need
MHST @ Rotherhithe Primary 

Staff Training
Trauma and zones of regulation

Whole class intervention: 
Brain Buddies

Parent/Carer work
Coffee morning/support group
1:1 CBT online and in person

Consultation: 
MH audit and action plan

Termly reviews and planning



Groundwork

Action planning and auditing

Whole School Training 



Tools to support 
teaching of emotional 
regulation



Brain Buddies

10-week programme

Year 5 & 6 classes 



Impact so far and next 
steps

• Staff aware and vigilant for children with 
wellbeing needs and they all pull together

• Developed our work around Zones of 
regulation particularly with year 5 & 6 children

• Supported children to have the language to 
communicate emotionally how they feel

• Respectful of each other

• Upskilling teachers 

• Providing teachers and children with tools to 
support self-regulation

Next Steps:  
• To deliver the programme to year 3 & 4 

teachers

• Developing parenting support group







Sensory Processing Difficulties

1/6 children have sensory processing difficulties. In specific 
populations, the prevalence is estimated to be as high as 80% to 
100% and includes children with autism spectrum disorder or 
who have a history of prematurity, foetal alcohol syndrome, or 
Down syndrome, just to name a few.  These difficulties affect 
children’s wellbeing and resilience can lead to mental health 
issues.  (Michele Kong, MD; Megan A. Moreno, MD, MSED, 
MPH)

What is Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD)

The brain struggles to process and act upon information 

received through the senses. It can affect some or all the senses, 

and children may experience oversensitivity or under sensitivity: 

for instance, some are terrified by loud noises, while others 

appear not to even notice them. 



Why Sensory 
Circuits?

All staff 

 To develop an understanding of Sensory Processing 
Difficulties (SPD) and how it presents in individuals

 Sensory integration and how sensory seeking and sensory 
avoiding behaviour presents itself and the complex 
relationship they can have

 To understand the different senses, and the key terms used 
to describe the condition

 How to recognise signs of sensory distress within individuals 
and how to respond in these situations

Trained Practitioners 

 To gather data or profile children’s SPD needs and write a 
Sensory Diet taking into account the data trends gathered

 To understand the theory behind sensory circuits and how 
to plan sessions, assess and group children according to 
individual needs

Contact for further information:  Anna Parsons at Cherry 
Gardens in Southwark



Senses

The Vestibular System: 

• The vestibular system is the area in the body that helps to 

control a person’s sense of motion, possible changes in 

movement, and their overall equilibrium and balance.

The Proprioceptive System:

• Our proprioceptive system is the part of the body that 

provides awareness of where our body is in space. The 

proprioceptive system is located within the receptors of our 

skin, joints, and muscles and is then transferred to the brain 

to process the information received.



Alerting



Organising



Calming



Impact
1. Enhanced attention

2. Developing strong motor skills

3. Reduced anxiety

4. Improved coordination

5. Improved behaviour

6. Adults who are able to respond and adapt 
activities to improve the learning outcomes for 
children



Implementation and 
sustainability Project has been early years and 

year 1 focussed

Every morning – delivered by a 
coach or a trained TA

Potential challenges:  support 
staff availability

Next Steps:

Play leaders trained to set up 
sensory circuit activities in the 
playground

Extend to older children



Let’s have a Brain 
Break




