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3,500 teenagers pass through units like this each year.
Now TV cameras have been allowed in for the first 

time for a BBC documentary to film teenage girls and 
boys at the unit as they battle to turn their lives around.
And the Sunday Mirror was given  unprecedented access 
to meet the staff and patients.

The unit is light, clean and airy. Artwork adorns the 
walls and the windows  feature words chosen by patients 
to  inspire their recovery: dreams, happiness, future, 
courage, healing. For many, the words “psychiatric ward” 

LIFESAVING        BOOKS TO GO ON PRESCRIPTION
A new lifeline service will see self-help books 
“prescribed” to up to six million people with  mental 
health problems.

In a major shift to improve care, GPs will now 
offer the books to patients showing signs of  
depression, eating disorders and anxiety to help 
them manage their condition more effectively. The 
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inside a      teen mental health unit
A LAD is strumming 
his guitar while a 
group of girls 
giggle and gossip 
in the communal 
living room.

At first glance you 
could be in a university’s 
halls of residence.

But these aren’t young 
adults enjoying their first 
taste of freedom. They are 
children. And the staff each have 
a bunch of keys jangling from their 
belts to secure each door.

Welcome to Junction 17 in Manches-
ter, one of the largest teenage mental 
health in-patient units in Britain.

The centre has just moved 
from the old prefab buildings 
of McGuinness House to the 
brand-new purpose-built 
complex.

 Crystal, 15, was here for 
nine weeks after telling her 
mum she was having terrify-
ing hallucinations of rats. 

She says: “I was about three 
when I had my first one.  Rats used 
to tell me to do things and scratch me 
if I didn’t. They were telling me stuff 
about my dad, that he hates my broth-
er and he hates my dog. I couldn’t cope. 
I would talk to the art therapist and 
draw the things I’d seen. It was easier 
to understand when it was drawn on 
paper.

“We also did some moulding and I 
made one of the rats then we killed it 
by putting it into a bucket of water. 
That made me feel better.”

Mum Helen says: “It was very hard 
for us. She would hit her dad quite a 
lot and be really nasty, then she would 
say, ‘It’s not me it’s the rats’.”

When Crystal started talking about 
killing herself, her psychiatrist referred 
her to hospital.

terrifying
“Sending her to a 

psychiatric ward was 
scary,” says Helen. 
“But what was going 
on with Crystal was 
terrifying and it was 
nice to know there was 
somewhere she was 
going to be safe.”

The centre is a last 
resort for many ado-
lescents with eating 
disorders or psychosis, 
who  se l f -harm or 
 become suicidal. Over 
half-a-million young 
people in the UK are 
being treated for a men-
tal illness. More than 

The gardens 
provide a calm 

sanctuary

Each patient 
has their own 
en suite room

Patient 
Crystal
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Our aims
� To END discrimination. 
Back us by signing the 
Time to Change pledge.
� To GIVE the mentally ill 
a voice. We are lobbying 
for people with  mental 
health problems to receive 
better treatment from 
the NHS.
�  To STOP the cuts to 
mental health services 
which are having a devas-
tating effect on many 
patients’ treatment.
�  To RESCUE young 
 people from the hell of 
mental i l lness.  Three 
 children in every class will 
be hit by a  mental health 
disorder. We’re backing 
a new drive by MindFull 
to finally offer them prop-
er support.

LIFESAVING        BOOKS TO GO ON PRESCRIPTION
campaign is Rethink Mental Health, which 
today launches Mental Health SOS — an  
initiative urging people to learn basic tips for 
supporting a sufferer facing an emergency.

Paul Jenkins, the charity’s chief executive, 
said: “We don’t need everyone to be experts. 
A little bit of knowledge can be powerful and 
could even potentially help save a life.”

ices. The move, announced by Care Services 
Minister Norman Lamb, has been welcomed 
by mental healthcare charities.

Ex-boxing champ Frank Bruno, who has 
battled bipolar disorder and is backing our 
Time to Change campaign, said: “This is an 
encouraging step towards improving care.”

Among charities backing the Sunday Mirror 

scheme, called Reading Well: Books on Pre-
scription, will allow quick access to health 
advice with publications that have been shown 
to help people to understand and manage 
common mental health conditions at an 
early stage.

They will be available from libraries and 
include details of support groups and serv-

up a picture of the problems. “We don’t want to 
keep people in hospital any longer than is 
 necessary,” says Vicky Ray, the unit’s occupa-
tional therapist. 

Some only need to stay for 4-6 weeks but for 
others, particularly those with an eating disorder 
or psychosis, a stay of six months or longer is 
necessary.

Despite the trauma the teenagers are experi-
encing, the unit aims to keep life as normal as 
possible. Cloughside College is the centre’s on-site 
school where 11 teachers work with the patients’ 
schools. There are also strict bedtimes and other 
rules which provide much-needed boundaries.

Vicky says: “To see someone go from being 
completely out of touch with reality to actually 
going to college is amazing. That is why I come 
to work, that is why I do the job that I do.”
� Don’t Call Me Crazy, part of BBC three’s It’s A Mad World 
season, starts on June 24 at 9pm

tional knife edge and their moods can switch 
in a heartbeat. 

When trouble breaks out alarms sound and 
staff have to be prepared to get physical. 

One girl assaulted 14 members of staff, 
biting, kicking and hitting them. But this is 
nothing compared to the injuries many try to 
inflict upon themselves.

Some patients try to smuggle sharp objects 
into their rooms and all must submit to regu-
lar searches. 

The centre is equipped with a special seclusion 
room with unbreakable furniture where patients 
can be taken if they become a danger to them-
selves or others. Service manager Jane Arands 
says: “We have special bedding which is so strong 
you can’t rip it up.”

There is an initial four-week assessment during 
which patients see art therapists and psycholo-
gists and staff will speak to the  family and build 

conjure  images of austere Victorian asylums 
where tight-lipped doctors in white coats pace 
corridors of padded cells. This couldn’t be further 
from reality at Junction 17.

The dedicated staff are warm and laid-back, 
chatting to the troubled youngsters about their 
day. But these same nurses and therapists are 
constantly on their guard.

The common room seems calm enough right 
now but many of these teens are on an emo-

What would you do
if a family member
started showing signs
of mental illness?

We help people with
mental illness and their
loved ones every day,
and now YOU can too.

www.rethink.org
Texts are charged at your standard message rate, plus your
donation of £3. 100% of your donation will go to the charity.
Registered charity number 271028.

Text SOS1 to 70300
NOW to donate £3and help us reacheven more people.

‘

’

inside a      teen mental health unit

a day in the life at Junction 17
8am Wake-up call
8.30am-9am Breakfast
8.30am-9.30am Medication for those who need it
9.30am School starts
10.40 Break time
12-.1.30 Lunch
3.15 School ends
3.15-5pm Informal time on the ward, group activities or  individual therapy sessions.
Evening Visiting times and group activities.
10-10.30pm Lights out

occupational 
therapist Vicky 
Ray leads teens 

in group therapy

Rats used to tell me to 
hurt myself.. but this 
place made me better
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