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Australian adolescent mental health: 
The statistics 

14% of young people in 
remote regions and 19% in 

outer regional Australia 
diagnosed with mental illness 

in any one-year  
 

 
Almost 1 in 7 people aged 4-17 
years have a mental disorder 

through assessment  
 
 

40% of students with mental 
disorders access a school-based 

service 
 

Adolescents with MDD: 82% 
perceive a need for help: 
28% needs fully met, 49% 
partially met, 23% needs 

unmet 



Adolescent mental health - why 
does it matter? 
 
Over 50% mental health 
disorders commence 
before 18 years of age 

Life-long impacts  

Delaying treatment can 
have detrimental impacts 
on the health of the 
individual 



DOCs program 



DOCs program 
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GP assessment - Mental health care plan 
made if appropriate 
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well-being team 

Teachers Students Parents School staff 



Nuriootpa High School 

In the town Nuriootpa, 
servicing Barossa Valley 
region 

Approx. 80 km from 
Adelaide 

Over 1,000 students 

120 Docs students 



Purpose of the research: 

To describe the experiences of students accessing 
school based mental health services - DOCs program,  
at Nuriootpa High school.  
Key parts include: 
 

Access and 
barriers to 

the program 

Overall 
experience 
of students 

Mental 
health 

stigma at 
school 



Method 

Email invitation to all students 
who attended DOCs 
 

7 students interviewed 
 

Semi-structured interview format 
 

Example of questions asked: 
What was it like for you to see a 
doctor/psychologist on school grounds? 
Have you personally experienced stigma as a 
result of attending the DOCs service?  



Findings 
 7 key themes identified: 
1. Ease of access to qualified health professionals 
2. Development of mental health literacy and help 

seeking practices  
3. Recognition/validation 
4. Confidentiality and privacy 
5. Environment 
6. Fear of stigma 
7. Overall positive experience of DOCs 



Ease of access  
 

 

 

 

“It just made everything easier 
and it was sort of all              

pre-organised... I didn’t have to 
make any phone calls, I didn’t 

have to really get myself to the 
doctor’s surgery  

 
“Well it was free so it was 

cheaper on mum and I didn’t 
feel as bad”  

 
 
 



Development of mental 
health literacy and help 

seeking practices 
Mental Health literacy  

“I don’t know, I just never really 
thought of seeing one [psychologist]” 

“I’ve gotten so much more 
understanding about it I think which 

helps deal with it in general” 
 

Impact on school functioning 
“I would’ve only been going to school 

one day a week probably before I saw 
[psychologist] and now I’m back at 

school every day” 
 



Recognition & 
Validation 

 “You think that maybe they do 
care a little bit if they're trying to 

help you with all these 
psychologists and doctors” 

 
“They [parents] didn't really know 
about any of the conditions that I 

had … which has helped 
because then they're not just 

telling me that I'm just 
overreacting” 

 



Confidentiality 
and privacy 

 “They ask are you fine with me 
telling your usual counsellor or 

are you fine with me ringing your 
mum” 

 
“[the counsellor] knew my family 
personally and I know they have 

a right to be confidential but I still 
don’t necessarily trust that 

nothing was going to be said to 
my family” 



Environment 
 

“They could make this room a 
little bit nicer…it’s not like it’s 

an overly inviting room” 
   

“This room, it's alright I don't 
mind it.  It's nothing because 

I've always got the blind 
closed and stuff, so people 
don't know you're in here… 

it's good privacy” 



 Fear of stigma  
 

“But I guess you do feel a bit 
like ashamed of what you’re 

going through... kind of 
almost like there’s something 

wrong with you” 
 

“All my friends, they've been 
really good about it” 



  Overall positive 
experience of 

DOCs 
“It definitely benefitted me, like I 
don’t know where I’d be without 

it really” 
 

“I'm glad that it has been 
brought into our school, 

because I reckon if I was in any 
other school I'd be like dying if I 

had, like what I have” 



Where to from here? 

Implications for future practice: 
Potential for rural communities, schools and 
practitioners to collaborate and improve health 
service access to young people 
 
Implications for policy  
Potential for the Australian government to 
implement similar services in schools across 
Australia 

 



Watch this space 

Developing area 
 
Future research 
assessing DOCs 
 
Doctors in schools 
Victoria program 



Conclusion 
Mental health services for adolescent students are 
an important issue 
 

There are known barriers preventing adolescents 
accessing youth friendly health services, especially  
in rural communities 
 

DOCs program has a positive impact on the 
wellbeing and mental health of adolescent students 
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