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The Anna Freud Centre 
The Anna Freud Centre is an evidence-based children and young people’s mental 
health charity which aims to transform the way we think about and deliver mental 
health services in England and beyond.

We bring together our current knowledge and experience in research, practice 
and policy to deliver change on the ground so that children, young people and 
their families get the help they need, when they need it.

As well as the Link Programme, our work in schools and colleges includes:

 − Mental Health Awareness Training for 1,800 secondary schools 

 − Pears Family School, an outstanding Alternative Provision, founded and 
supported by the Anna Freud Centre. It works with families in a school 
setting to help children back into mainstream school. We have developed a 
programme for Alternative Provisions based on its work

 − HeadStart, a National Lottery Community Fund project, involving over 30,000 
children in 130 schools in six local authorities, trialling a range of initiatives for 
improving resilience in children aged 10-16 who may be facing challenges to 
their emotional wellbeing

Other work 
As well as our work in schools and colleges the Anna Freud Centre:

 − trains over 8,000 professionals and runs postgraduate courses for over 300 
students a year

 − provides leading clinical work with infants, children and young people and 
their families

 − is a world-leading research institution working with Yale University, UCL, 
and the University of Manchester, among others

 − develops resources to deliver better child mental health (our Thrive Framework 
is part of the NHS long-term plan)

 − runs programmes on child adversity and trauma
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2. The Link Programme
What is it? 

The Link Programme is a major national initiative which is being rolled 
out over four years starting from September 2019 until May 2023. All 
CCGs are expected to take part and every school and college in England 
will be invited to participate.

The programme has a simple aim: to bring together education and mental 
health professionals so that more children and young people get the help 
and support they need, when they need it. The programme centres around 
two full-day workshops which bring together education and mental health 
professionals from across the CCG. 

The training programme is funded by the Department for Education and 
will be delivered by the Anna Freud Centre and our training partners. 
CCG leads are expected to take part and will be responsible for 
recruiting the relevant mental health and education professionals. 
We will provide the CCG leads with a toolkit to support them in this 
process. There is no charge for taking part in the Link Programme, 
although CCGs will need to provide venues for the workshops.
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1. Introduction
The Mental Health Services and Schools and Colleges Link Programme 
- or the Link Programme - is funded by the Department for Education,
supported by NHS England and led by us, the Anna Freud Centre.

The Link Programme has a simple ambition: to bring together education 
and mental  health professionals to develop a systemic and sustainable 
approach to children and young people’s mental health. 

CCG leads are at the heart of the programme, coordinating workshops 
and shaping services so that children and young people can get the 
help they need, when they need it.

We’ve put this booklet together to introduce the Link Programme to 
CCG leads. It describes our approach and outlines how we will support 
you throughout. 

There’s never been a more important time to promote children and  
young people’s mental health. I’ve been involved in the Link Programme 
for four years and I’ve seen the great results that CCG leads have achieved 
through the programme. We now want to replicate this success across 
the whole of England.

I very much look forward to working with you on this fantastic project. 

Jaime Smith  
Programme Director for the Mental Health and  
Wellbeing in Schools Programme

Introduction The Link Programme

Children and

https://www.annafreud.org/
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The story so far
The Link Programme was originally developed in response to 
recommendations in the Future in Mind report, and in 2015-2016 the Anna 
Freud Centre was commissioned to run a pilot by the Department for 
Education and NHS England.  The pilot ran successfully in 255 schools 
and children and young people’s mental health services across 27 CCGs 
in England.

An independent evaluation found that the pilot ‘had considerable success 
in strengthening communication and joint working arrangements between 
schools and NHS children and young people’s mental health services’. 
The evaluation recommended further testing and  a second phase 
was launched in which the programme was scaled up. This phase 
included sixth form and vocational colleges for the first time. The 
second phase ran from 2017-2019 and was delivered to 1,100 schools/
colleges and 1,020 mental health professionals across 23 CCGs and 
local authorities.

The Department for Education has now commissioned a partnership of 
fifteen organisations, led by the Anna Freud Centre, to roll out the Link 
Programme over four years from September 2019 to all schools and 
colleges in England that have not already completed it.

Pilot Scaling up National roll out

2015-2016 2017-2019 2019-2023

The Link Programme

3. Evaluation of the
Link Programme
The evaluation of the pilot found that the programme made significant 
improvements for schools and NHS children and young people’s mental 
health services, including: 

Strengthening communication and joint-working between 
schools and NHS children and young people’s mental health 
services

Increasing satisfaction with working relationships 

Improving understanding of mental health services and 
referral routes

Improving knowledge and awareness of mental health 
issues among school lead contacts

Improving timeliness and appropriateness of referrals 

A full evaluation report of the pilot phase is available. An evaluation 
report of the second phase will be published in Autumn 2019. 

Evaluation of the Link Programme

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/414024/Childrens_Mental_Health.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/590242/Evaluation_of_the_MH_services_and_schools_link_pilots-RR.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/590242/Evaluation_of_the_MH_services_and_schools_link_pilots-RR.pdf
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4. Who should take part
in the Link Programme? 

The Link Programme is for people working in education and mental 
health services who have a role in improving mental health support in 
schools and colleges.

CCG leads will identify who needs to attend, and invite them to the 
workshops. There needs to be at least one relevant member of staff 
from every school and college in the area as well as a range of people 
from mental health services.

It’s up to the individual CCGs who is invited, but there are some key 
people who absolutely need to attend. They are:

 − the CCG Commissioning Lead 

 −  a senior manager and practitioners from NHS children and young 
people’s mental health services

 − a mental health lead from each school or college

 − a member of the school or college senior leadership team  
(it may be that the mental health lead and the member of the senior 
leadership team are the same person)

Other professionals will be encouraged to take part.  From our 
experience, the most successful workshops have drawn on a broad 
range of professionals, including some or all of the following:

Who should take part in the Link Programme?
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5. How the Link
Programme will help
The Link Programme is designed to improve joint working and to deliver 
systemic and sustainable change for children and young people’s 
mental health services. It will help CCG leads to:

Implement the Green Paper 
The Government’s response to the consultation, Transforming 
children and young people’s mental health provision: a Green 
Paper and next steps was published in July 2018.  

The Link Programme will support areas in working towards 
the Green Paper’s proposals for designated senior leads in 
mental health and mental health support teams. 

Transform local services 
The Link Programme will help deliver on the Green Paper 
commitment to transform children and young people’s 
mental health support by bringing together education and 
mental health services and ensure long-term collaboration.

Build long-term strategic relationships 
Just as importantly, the Link Programme will set in motion 
ways of working so that schools, colleges and mental 
health professionals can work together to identify need 
and provide CCGs with the information they need to 
commission services.

Promote Early Intervention
There is no greater investment we can make from an 
economic or moral perspective than to promote the physical 
and mental health of children and young people. Half of all 
lifetime cases of mental health disorders begin by the age 
of 14. By providing children and young people the support 
they need when they need, CCG leads can help them build 
fulfilling futures. 

Supporting continuous learning
Throughout the four years of the Link Programme the Anna 
Freud Centre will be evaluating the work and sharing best 
practice so that professionals around the country can learn 
from each other. Professionals are encouraged to join our 
free Schools in Mind learning network to receive regular 
updates about the Link Programme and other initiatives.

How the Link Programme will help How the Link Programme will help

“Our work with the Anna Freud Centre was the springboard for making 
mental health visible in our borough -  giving professionals a chance 
to both share what they do and to build bridges to other services and 
colleagues.   It’s helped me as it gave me a chance to create our wellbeing 
forum which gives us a chance to have a multi-agency perspective on 
mental health and other topics affecting our children and young people, as 
well as allowing colleagues to seek help and support from each other. 

Zoe Barkham, Improvement Officer, Health and Wellbeing,  
Croydon Council

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/728892/government-response-to-consultation-on-transforming-children-and-young-peoples-mental-health.pdf
https://www.annafreud.org/what-we-do/schools-in-mind/sign-up-and-information/
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6. The role of CCG
leads
CCG leads will be responsible for bringing together participants on the 
Link Programme and will be supported in this by the Anna Freud Centre. 

The first thing to do, once you’ve read this information, is to get in touch 
to register your interest. You’ll find details at the end of this booklet. 

We’ll then contact you with a simple form asking for further information 
about services in your area. Once you’ve returned that to us we’ll be in 
touch to discuss the next steps and agree a timetable. 

As a CCG lead you will be responsible for recruiting people to the 
programme which consists of two workshops about six weeks apart.  

As a general rule the workshops should include about 20 schools and 
colleges and a similar number of mental health professionals. We’ve found 
from experience a group this size means that there is a fair representation 
of voices from all sectors and just the right number of people for a 
detailed discussion.  

It’s important that the same representatives from each organisation 
attend both of the workshops. 

We will send you a toolkit to give you more information once you’ve 
registered. We’ll also offer one-to-one support. 

We also have a section on the Anna Freud Centre website full of 
information, including:

 − an animation which gives a simple and straightforward guide to the 
Link Programme

 − short videos about the programme

 − a booklet about the CASCADE framework, which is used in the workshops
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 − examples of case studies  

 − the independent evaluation of the pilot

You are also invited to join our free Anna Freud Learning Network which 
will share information and learning about the programme as it develops, 
and update you on other resources we are producing to promote mental 
health and wellbeing in schools.  

If you require further information about the Link Programme, please 
contact our programme manager.  

Key tasks for CCG leads:

 − make sure that the aims of the programme are understood

 − recruit the right people to attend the workshops

 − support the organisation of the workshops

 − contribute to the evaluation and reporting process

 − deliver a presentation at the first workshop

 − coordinate a two-hour local area-led session at the second workshop

The role of CCG leads The role of CCG leads

‘Working with Anna Freud helped support the schools in our area and 
helped set the future direction of mental health support in schools’

Steven Bramwell, Commissioning and Development Lead,

NHS North Durham CCG

https://www.annafreud.org/what-we-do/anna-freud-learning-network/
https://www.annafreud.org/what-we-do/schools-in-mind/sign-up-and-information/
mailto:linkprogramme%40annafreud.org?subject=Link%20Programme%20Question/Query
https://www.annafreud.org/what-we-do/schools-in-mind/our-work-with-schools/the-link-programme/ccg-leads/
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How to apply 

First of all, you need to register your interest  by providing the contact 
details of the CCG lead. They will then be asked to complete a form 
giving some details about local initiatives between education and 
mental health and the long term plans for this. Before completing the 
form we strongly advise you join one of our webinars to hear more 
about the programme and the information we need from you. 

Once your application has been processed, you will  be sent a toolkit 
which will give you full instructions about how to launch and promote 
the Link Programme in your area. 

We will be in touch with you throughout this process. If you have any 
questions please contact the Link Programme team at 
linkprogramme@annafreud.org. 

The content of the Link Programme

“The Anna Freud Centre has been instrumental in working with 
commissioners and stakeholders in West Sussex to help transform the 
delivery of services around mental health and emotional wellbeing in 
educational settings.  Through the Link Programme, the Anna Freud  
Centre supported us in the delivery of excellent workshops to bring key 
partners together to plan for our Schools Wellbeing Strategy for 2020.”

Becca Randall, Children and Families Lead Commissioner at West 
Sussex County Council
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7. The content of the
Link Programme 

The Link Programme is based around two one-day workshops, six 
weeks apart. After the first workshop attendees will work together to 
develop joined up services. At the second workshop they will evaluate 
progress and draw up plans for further work.  

At the end of the workshops everyone should have:

 − a good understanding of the roles, remit and responsibilities of everyone 
involved in supporting the mental health of children and young people 
in their area

 − a good understanding of local structures, process, policies and 
resources and how they can support collaborative learning

 − a plan to develop joined up services so that children and young people 
can get the support they need, when they need it 

“Mental health and education is a two-way street; mental health 
professionals can be very helpful to teachers and school/college staff but 
they also have a great deal to learn from them. This is a huge opportunity 
to break down barriers and work together to improve the mental health 
support offered to children and young people in England.”   

Jaime Smith, Programme Director for  Mental Health and Wellbeing in 
Schools Programme

The content of the Link Programme

https://www.annafreud.org/what-we-do/schools-in-mind/mental-health-services-and-schools-and-colleges-link-programme-201920/
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8. The Link Programme in
action: Spotlight on Salford
What prompted your interest in the Link Programme? 

Mental health services in Salford were under considerable strain and 
teachers felt they were not getting the support they needed in helping 
children and young people with emotional and mental health issues. 
Some of the challenges centred around:

• Inability to make direct referrals

• Lack of transparency between Children and Young People’s Mental 
Health Services (CYPMHS) and teachers regarding a child’s progress,
discharge plans and concerns

• Absence of clarity regarding roles and expectations, worsened by 
poor communication channels 

• Teachers feeling their views as educators not appreciated within 
CYPMHS systems

The Link Programme, led by the Anna Freud Centre, was seen by the Salford 
Clinical Commissioning Group as a potential solution to these challenges. 

How has the programme improved joint working in your area? 

The programme has developed to meet the needs of the local education 
system within a dynamic and forward-thinking landscape. As well as 
offering a support platform, it links to both local and wider Greater 
Manchester stakeholders to ensure it’s developing as an integral part  
of the CYPMHS.  

The relationship between CYPMHS and schools is going from strength 
to strength, despite professional differences and competing agendas. 
A dedicated School Link Practitioner post has enabled the joint working 
platform to be embedded across the Salford area, building on the good 
practice that has already been established. 

 

What actions are you taking as a result? 

The Link Programme provided an excellent platform for CYPMHS to 
be better represented in the community, especially within education 
forums. The benefits are twofold: an opportunity for CYPMHS to have 
a proactive interface with community groups, and a chance for these 
groups to have a greater insight into the role and scope of CYPMHS.  

Mental health services noted that referrals are now of a much higher 
quality than those from other professionals who have not attended 
Link Programme workshops, leading to a more efficient and proactive 
referral system.  

School leads felt the support they received via the Link Programme 
was very helpful. They highlighted the increased honesty and mutual 
respect for each other’s roles, underlined by a greater sense of 
transparency and clear communication channels.  

After attending the workshops, school leads felt more confident in 
supporting children and young people, as the programme boosted their 
faith in the referral process.  

NHS CYPMHS School Lead, Jane Davies, feels the Link Programme 
has made a massive difference, explaining: “It has enabled us to create 
a network of teachers, local authorities and CYPMHS professionals built on 
trust and expertise, and parents are now confident that we all know each 
other and are working closely to help their children and families.”  

Emily Edwards, Senior Integrated Commissioning Manager for 
Salford CCG, highlighted the programme’s sustainability: “We have 
really strong foundations in place now. We believe we are well placed to 
deliver on the Government’s aspirations for a dedicated mental health 
support team in our city.”

As noted by a Mental Health School Lead for a primary school 
in Salford: “I now feel that education and CYPMHS have a working 
relationship, where before there was none. I cannot express how much we 
value the advice we have received from the Link Programme.” 
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