
Teachers/educators are in a unique position to identify mental health problems, such as anxiety and 
depression, in their students. As teachers/educators understand what a typical behaviour is for a 
particular student, they are able to support and encourage students to seek help from mental health 
services within the school or in the community. 

Results from the Second Australian Child and Adolescent Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing 
indicate that in more than 40 per cent of Australian families in which the child sought help for an 
emotional or behavioural problem it was a school staff member who suggested the child may need 
help. Importantly, half of the children who met the criteria for a mental disorder reported receiving 
informal support from school staff, with their teacher/educator providing most of this support. 
These results show that teachers/educators play an important role in recognising and supporting 
mental disorders. Yet, teachers/educators receive little to no training to help them recognise anxiety 
and depression in their students. 

How do I know if a  
student is not coping?
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LINKS TO KEY SUPPORT SERVICES

CENTRE FOR EMOTIONAL HEALTH CLINIC
Macquarie University 
T: (02) 9850 8668 
E: ehc.admin@mq.edu.au 
mq.edu.au/CEH-clinic

IN CASE OF A CRISIS, CONTACT
• ACT: 1800 629 354 – Mental Health Triage Service
• NSW: 1800 011 511 – Mental Health Line
• NT: 1800 682 288 – Northern Territory Mental Health Line
• QLD: 1300 MH CALL or 1300 642 255 – 24-hour specialist 

mental healthcare
• SA: 13 14 65  – Mental Health Triage Service
• TAS: 1800 332 388  – Mental Health Service Helpline
• VIC: Victoria’s Mental Health Services – See website for 

services in your area
• WA: 1800 676 822 – Mental Health Emergency Response Line

LIFELINE
T: 13 11 14

KIDS HELPLINE
T: 1800 55 1800 
kidshelpline.com.au

MACQUARIE SCHOOL OF EDUCATION 
mq.edu.au/faculty-of-arts/departments-and-schools/
macquarie-school-of-education

HEAD TO HEALTH (AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT)
headtohealth.gov.au/covid-19-support

BEYOND BLUE
Coronavirus Mental Wellbeing Support Service 
T: 1800 512 348  

A dedicated COVID-19 online forum  is available for people to 
share their concerns and connect online to support one another.

coronavirus.beyondblue.org.au

REACH OUT
Online youth forums and online parents forums for COVID-19 
offer peer support in safe and established online communities.

au.reachout.com

MINDSPOT CLINIC
T: 1800 61 44 34 
E: contact@mindspot.org.au 
mindspot.org.au

HEADSPACE
headspace.org.au

AUSTRALIAN PSYCHOLOGICAL SOCIETY
psychology.org.au/FindAPsychologist

In an emergency, dial 000.

THIS TIP SHEET FOCUSES ON WHAT BEHAVIOURS TO LOOK FOR IN STUDENTS IN ORDER TO RECOGNISE ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION. 

ANXIETY
Anxiety is a natural response to a real threat. For example, sadness 
is a natural response if a good friend were to relocate. A normal 
level of anxiety and sadness can motivate students to problem-solve 
challenging situations, for example, study more for an exam or find 
a way to maintain contact with the good friend who has moved away. 
Both anxiety and sadness can become a problem when it interferes 
in the student’s ability to function in their daily life and/or when the 
student’s signs of distress continue.

There are various signs you can look out for to determine if someone 
is suffering from anxiety:
• Body symptoms: heart racing, breathlessness, butterflies, 

muscle tension, shaky hands, wobbly legs, headaches, sleep 
problems (particularly difficulty falling asleep and/or broken 
sleep), difficulty concentrating.

• Anxious/worrying thoughts: Students may have catastrophic 
thinking or unrelenting high standards for self (and others) or ask 
‘what if ’ questions: ‘Nobody likes me – I’m a failure – I can’t do this 
– If I can’t do it perfectly, I won’t do it at all – I can’t cope.’ 

• Behaviour: avoiding peers, teachers/educators, excursions, 
school camps, presentations, participating in groups or asking 
questions in class; asking for help; running away or hiding; 
procrastinating; seeking reassurance; or lashing out. 

Anxiety is defined as a disorder when it occurs frequently and when 
it interferes with a child’s life (stopping them from going to school or 
engaging with friends, separating from parents/carers).

In the classroom, students suffering from anxiety may be reluctant to 
answer questions or participate in group activities, seek reassurance 
by asking repetitive questions, be unable to engage in online learning 
or participate in class speeches, or be unable to attend school due 
to illness. You may also notice that they avoid excursions or school 
camps, or are more irritable in the lead-up to tests or exams.

DEPRESSION
The difference between sadness and depression rests in a 
combination of factors –the duration of negative feelings and 
symptoms, and the ability to function in daily life. The following 
symptoms would be present nearly every day, for at least a week or a 
couple of weeks:
• Feeling depressed most days. The student may experience a 

loss of pleasure in activities they used to enjoy, fatigue or a lack of 
energy, sleep problems (sleeping too much or too little, or having 
broken sleep), difficulty in concentrating, weight loss/gain without 
trying, or an inability to make decisions. They may also feel 
hopeless, worthless or excessive and disproportionate guilt.

• Having low self-esteem. The student may express feelings of 
‘I’m not good enough – I’m a burden – I’m a failure.’ They may 
ruminate about past negative experiences or have thoughts of 
dying or death, with or without a plan – or with or without having 
attempted suicide.

• Withdrawing. The student may often withdraw from social 
interaction or feel irritable.

In the classroom, you may notice that a student becomes withdrawn, 
tired or unfocused. They may become quiet or teary a lot of the time. 
They may need to leave during class. They may not attend morning 
classes because they haven’t been able to get out of bed or lack the 
motivation to attend class at all. You may notice a big change in 
the quality of their schoolwork. You may notice they have trouble 
concentrating in class or they don’t submit their assignments on 
time. It’s very important that these behaviours are not interpreted 
as laziness, but are clearly understood as depression. Students with 
depression or anxiety need your support and understanding to help 
them stay engaged in learning. 
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