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Method

Participants:

356 secondary school pupils aged 11-18 years. 

56.7%  female, 39.3%  male , 75.6%  white 

British

Measures:

 Short Moods and Feelings Questionnaire 

(SMFQ)6

• 13 item measure of depression 

symptoms 

• Scores range from 0-26, with higher 

scores indicating more depression 

symptoms

• A cut-off score of 8 indicated elevated 

depression symptoms

 “Would you like some help?”

• Participants ticked a box to indicate 

whether they would like help low 

mood/depression, self-harm and/or 

suicidal thoughts

Procedure:

Participants received information about the 

study during tutor period and completed the 

questionnaires during tutor period the next day. 

Introduction

Depression in adolescence is a major public 

health concern: the prevalence of depression 

in 13-18 year olds is around 5.6%.1 

Furthermore, depression in adolescence is 

associated with higher rates of suicide 

attempt and poorer educational and 

economic outcomes in adulthood.2

The Department for Education advises that 

“schools have a role to play in supporting 

[pupils] to be resilient and mentally healthy”.3

However, teachers often find identifying 

pupils with mental health problems 

challenging and they are concerned that some 

pupils with mental health needs go unnoticed. 
4

Research suggests that screening for 

emotional and behavioural difficulties is more 

effective at identifying pupils at risk of such 

difficulties than teacher referral.5 However, 

the time and resources needed to carry out 

screening for mental health difficulties could 

act as barriers.

The aim of this study was to evaluate whether 

simply asking secondary school pupils if they 

would like help with low mood, self-harm or 

suicidal thoughts was as effective as a brief 

screening measure for low mood.

Results

346 participants completed the SMFQ (M=6, 

SD=5.6). 31.8% scored above the threshold. 

8.4% of participants asked for help with low 

mood/depression, 2.5% asked for help with self-

harm and 3.1% asked for help with suicidal 

thoughts. 

There was a significant association between 

asking for help and scoring above or below 

SMFQ cut-off, 2 (1) = 28.23, p < .001. Asking for 

help identified 74.2% of those who scored above 

SMFQ cut-off and not asking for help identified 

72.4% of those who scored below SMFQ cut-off.

Discussion

Nearly three quarters of those who were identified 

with elevated symptoms of depression on the 

screening measure asked for help with low 

mood/depression, self-harm and/or suicidal 

thoughts. While this suggests that the majority of 

adolescents in schools with depression symptoms 

could be identified simply by asking them whether 

they need help, over a quarter of those with elevated 

depression symptoms did not ask for help. Thus, 

asking adolescents whether they would like help is a 

simple way to identify where resources should be 

targeted, but teachers and parents should still be 

alerted to the presence of depression symptoms in 

adolescents. 

Adolescent low mood and asking for help:
Screening in schools

“Would you like some help?”:
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What did participants ask for help with?

Low mood/depression but not self-harm or suicidal thoughts

Low mood/depression and suicidal thoughts but not self-harm

Low mood/depression and self-harm but not suicidal thoughts

Low mood/depression, suicidal thoughts and self-harm

Self-harm but not low mood/depression or suicidal thoughts


