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Angel Wings is an Artlink initiative which commissions contemporary writers to address real life 

issues through the use of fiction. Artlink's work stems from the belief that participation in the arts 

plays an important role in achieving social change and personal goals. 

 

Angel Wings is work of fiction based on the experiences of a selected group of people with 

experience of mental ill health. After discussion we commissioned Anne Donovan to write 

imaginatively about a child’s experience of having a mother or father who experiences mental ill 

health. Anne was asked to write it in a way that would speak to children and young adults assuring 

them that they were not alone and that the experience is relatively common. 

 

A meeting took place at Scottish Book Trust in May 2011 which allowed the author of Angel Wings, 

Young Carers and leaders of Young Carers groups, relatives of Young Carers,  teachers, 

representatives of  Artlink and Scottish Book Trust to come together to discuss how best to support 

Young Carers and their families through the use of this Short Story.  The discussion which took place 

identified one key area of the story ‘I told Miss Reid Mammy was in the hospital so we could pray for 

her. We always pray for folk when they’re in hospital. At playtime Nadia asked me what was wrong 

with her and I said I didnae know and David began jumping around and making faces. “Your Ma’s in 

the loony bin, your Ma’s a loony.”  

I started to fight him but Mrs Hannah, the playground assistant, stopped us. Miss Reid was gonnae 

punish the both of us but when I tellt her what had happened she just said, “David, I’m surprised at 

you.” After she’d made him apologise, she said, “Fighting never solves anything, Matthew,” and sent 

me away.  

She spoke to David on his own and he never said anything afterwards but he looks at me different 

now and he asked all the other boys in the class to his football birthday party except me. I don’t care. 

I don’t like football anyhow.’ 

 

The Group, including young carers, felt that the issues of identification and appropriate support 

needed to be addressed. The suggested response fell into four areas: 

• Awareness of the specific strategies or systems in place within the school environment which 

identifies and supports Young Carers. 

• Being supportive to Young Carers 

• Continuing Professional Development opportunities which support further exploration of the 

issues by teaching staff.  

• Developing reading lists which explore and broaden out the issues of emotional wellbeing and 

mental health. 

 

1. Identifying and Supporting At Risk/Vulnerable Pupils  

Most schools create - and update annually - a confidential register for staff to consult and identify 

pupils in the school community who are known to be most at risk. Different schools and Local 

Authorities will have different names for such a “file” or “register”. This file may be a hard copy 

distributed to staff or it may be in electronic form that staff can access via computer system.  

 

It is important that pupils identified as being “Young Carers” are also identified as such in this file. 

When a child is involved in caring for others at home, he/she may not be able to function in the 

same way as other pupils without such responsibilities. Home life may be more chaotic for Young 

Carers with sleep patterns disturbed etc.  
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It is helpful for the school to be supportive and encouraging to the pupil – eg. adopting a more 

flexible approach to homework deadlines and perhaps provision of a quiet space for the young 

person when necessary.   

 

It is crucial that at times of transition; information about Young Carers is transferred to enable that 

young person to receive the supports he/she requires. In order for this information to be 

transferred, it is imperative that the school has a strong relationship with Social Work Departments, 

Health Services, local Young Carers groups, parents and the young people themselves.  Please refer 

to Section 2 in the Angel wings Teaching Materials booklet which can be found on the Angel Wings 

blog www.artlinkangelwings.wordpress.com . 

 

2. Being Supportive 

It may be that a young person in school has had no recognition by an outside agency of his/her role 

as a Young Carer. During the use of the Short Story “Angel Wings”, the young person may come to 

an understanding of the fact that he/she has a caring role.  It may be that the young person will 

disclose his/her role to the class teacher who will subsequently have to inform the appropriate 

person in their establishment of this fact.  

 

Only as adults now do some people have the opportunity to reflect on the fact that they themselves 

actually were Young Carers. Once the appropriate member of staff is aware of this role [eg. in 

Primary School, it may be a Depute Head Teacher or the Headteacher. In Secondary Schools it is 

likely to be the Pastoral Support/ Guidance Teacher of the young person], the appropriate agencies 

can be contacted and supports put in place as appropriate to the situation of the young 

person/family. It is important that great sensitivity is shown in such situations. It is useful to 

remember that the young person may feel he/she has betrayed a family secret through the 

disclosure of information and he/she may need to be reassured that his/her own needs as a child or 

young person are also important. If a young person is caring for members of a family affected by 

addiction, this can be a traumatic time for the young person when he/she has disclosed the 

information. 

 

With the Additional Support for Learning Act, each teacher has the responsibility to ensure that any 

barrier to learning is identified and addressed within their classroom and that the school provides 

the necessary supports for a young person whose learning is affected. Some Young Carers may be in 

a situation where their learning is not affected by their position as a Young Carer, others may require 

support and intervention. 

 

Schools are encouraged through their websites and Parent Councils/Forums to inform parents of the 

website: ENQUIRE - the Scottish Advice Centre for additional support for learning 

www.enquire.org.uk 

 

3. Continuing Professional Development 

Many schools have Health and Wellbeing Groups which exist to improve learning and teaching of 

health issues within the school community and to ensure that the experiences and outcomes of 

Health and Wellbeing are being successfully delivered. Membership of this group can include various 

members of the school community: teachers, pupils, support assistants and other non-teaching staff 

including janitors and staff working in the school dining hall, the catering manager and parents.  
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Angel Wings can be used within such a group to stimulate discussion on the importance of mental 

health and it can underline how literature can support an individual in dealing with stress by 

allowing a path of escape from realities of life. However, it may also generate discussion between a 

group of adults and young people about the role of carers, the challenges they face and the supports 

which can be provided for them within the school community. 

 

The following structure is suggested for a series of interrelated exercises which support Teachers to 

explore and understand Young Carers issues through shared learning. These should be able to 

undertaken as a two session of about 1.5 hours each. If you require further input please contact 

Artlink for support. 

 

Session 1 – The Book Group 

• Before coming to this session read the Angel Wings book. 

• As part of the Book Group discussion, identify issues within the book which you think children 

will relate to.  From your perspective:- 

- What supports do you think are available for the young person within the story? 

- Do you think the teacher’s response was appropriate?  Discuss ways of supporting the child 

in the book. 

- How would you liaise with the young carers mother/grandparents? 

- How would you support the young carer in relation to his peers? 

- How would you address issues surrounding the young carer i.e. bullying, lack of confidence, 

tiredness, and lack of concentration. 

- What other issues do you think the young carer could face as a result of having to care for 

their parent – this need not be when the young carer is at school? 

 

Session 2 – Continuing the Discussion 

• Before coming to this session create your own reading, film or music list which reflect/highlight 

Young Carer issues and issues of emotional wellbeing/mental health. 

• Discuss why you have chosen these films/books/songs and why you think they are relevant to 

Young Carer issues and the issue of emotional wellbeing & mental health. 

• Young people might not necessarily identify themselves as a Young Carer: 

- How would you support a young person if it became apparent to them that in fact they had 

those responsibilities? 

- In your school what do you think the issues are for Young Carers in terms of learning and 

emotional support? 

- Reflecting on your current work situation are you confident that the right structures of 

support for young carers are in place? 

- How will you take what you have experienced today forward? 
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4. Suggested Reading Lists 

We have identified that reading lists for primary, secondary school levels and teachers would be 

helpful where Young Carers and/or emotional wellbeing and mental health are the focus.  

 

Primary  

• Anne Fine:   Crummy Mummy and Me ( families, young carers) 

• Morris Gleitzman:  Burnface  ( families, young carers, survivors) 

• Elizabeth Laird:  Oranges in No Man’s Land (war, courage, young carers) 

• Jean Ure:   Fruit and Nutcase (families, young carers, recording chaotic lifestyle on to 

   tape) 

• Jacqueline Wilson:  The Mum Minder (parents, families, young carers) 

• Patrick Cave:  Last Chance (independence, families, young carers) 

• Josephine Feeney:  The Day My Parents Ran Away (Mental Health and young carers) 

• Damian Kelleher:  Life Interrupted (families, illness, bereavement) 

• Elizabeth Laird:  Red Sky in the Morning (baby born with hydrocephalus, young carers) 

• Ishbel Moore:  Daughter (Alzheimer’s Disease, young carers, relationships) 

• Rees Gwyneth:  My Mum’s from Planet Pluto (embarrassment, parents, mental ill health, 

   family issues, young carers) 

• Jacqueline Wilson:  The Illustrated Mum (relationships, mothers and daughters, mental ill  

   health, young carers) 

 

Secondary 

• Anita Desai:  Village by the Sea (S2 appropriate, caring for ill parent and parent with  

   addiction issues) 

• Gillian Cross:  Tightrope (S2 appropriate, communities, gangs, young carers) 

• Cathy Cassidy:  Sundae Girl ( mothers, addicition issues, young carers) 

• Jenny Valentine:  Broken Soup (family relationships and issues, young carers) 

• Alice Kuipers:  Life in the Refrigerator Door (cancer, bereavement, young carers) 

• Siobhan Dowd:  A Swift Pure Cry (bereavement, addiction issues, teenage pregnancy, young 

   carers) 

• Catherine Ford:  The Drowning Pond (vulnerable teenager,  sick mother) 

 

Teachers 

• Judith Guest: Ordinary People (mental health and personal experiences) 

• Susanna Kaysen: Girl Interrupted (perceptions of mental health) 

• Sylvia Plath: The Bell Jar (emotional breakdown) 

• Ken Kesey:  One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (challenging institutional care) 

• Elizabeth Wurtzel: Prozac Nation (emotional wellbeing) 

•  Andrew Davidson: The Gargoyle (addiction, schizophrenia and perceptions) 

•  Augusten Burroughs: Running with Scissors (autobiography of dysfunctional upbringing) 

•  Flora Rheta Schreiber: Sybil (autobiography of childhood abuse and impacts in adult life) 

• Wally Lamb: She’s Come Undone (compulsive eating and adult psychiatric care) 

• Sebastian Barry:  The Secret Scripture (institutional psychiatric care)  

 

If you have any further suggestions for the Reading Lists, please contact us. 

info@artlinkedinburgh.co.uk 
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