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The State of Mental Health

Welcome!

On behalf of all of us at Effective School Solutions, Happy Mental Health Awareness Month! We
have compiled this guide to serve as a toolkit and collection of resources to help you use this
period of time as a way to stimulate dialog and conversation in your school districts and
communities about how we can all work together to support mental health, particularly the
mental health of students, their parents, and the educators who serve them.

As background, Mental Health Awareness Month has been observed since 1949 when it was
started by the National Association for Mental Health, now known as Mental Health America
(MHA). Each year, MHA chooses a theme to promote mental wellness. For May 2023, MHA has
selected "Take Some Time fo Look Around, Look Within" as this year's theme. MHA is challenging
us to examine our environment and how it can affect our overall health. They also want
everyone to have “foundational knowledge about mental health & mental health conditions
and information about what people can do if their mental health is a cause for concern.”

Mental health is essential to everyone’s overall health and well-being, and it is critical to reduce
the stigma associated with mental health struggles. Our guide provides a few practical tools that
everyone can use to improve mental health and increase resiliency.

| hope that you find this toolkit helpful, and thanks for all that you do to support students, parents,
and educators.

Duncan F. Young
CEO



https://mhanational.org/mental-health-month
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Another Look at School Avoidance

As students begin their 4" academic
year impacted by the COVID-19
pandemic, educators are contfinuing to
adjust their understanding about what
types of support are needed to address
children’s educational and emotional
challenges. Teachers and administrators
all over the country are reporting record
levels of anxiety and depression, and
when asked about their number one
concern, they frequently mention
school avoidance.

Life has changed in numerous ways
since the start of the pandemic, and
many would agree that the world feels
scarier and less stable than we
remember it to be in early 2020. Some
students who struggled with school
avoidance prior to pandemic-related
school closures have found it even
harder to face the stress of being at
school. Others who previously had little
or no difficulty getting themselves to
school each day may be finding it too
anxiety provoking to leave the
perceived safety of home no matter
how reassuring parents and teachers try
to be.

School avoidance is a pattern of
refusing or avoiding school altogether or
difficulty remaining in school for the
entire day. It is not the same as tfruancy,
and it is not an avoidance of
schoolwork per se. It is a complex
syndrome influenced by temperament,
genetics, cognitive factors, and family
environment, and often occurs after a
stressful event (e.g., a parent’sillness, a
bullying incident, a move to a new
home or school, a prolonged absence
from school). In general, it is best
understood as an anxiety disorder
related to separation anxiety.

Effective School Solutions (ESS) has a
long history of treating school
avoidance within the various Multi-
Tiered Level of Supports (MTSS) programs
that it offers to districts throughout the
country. Staff draw from research-based
standards of care and the collective
experience of ESS’'s own clinical experts
to design individually tailored clinical
interventions.

We recently caught up with one of ESS’s
own clinical experts, Jordan A. Katz,
MSW, LSW, a Licensed Social Worker, to
get her take on our current
understanding of school avoidance. Ms.
Katz's clinical interests include obsessive
compulsive disorder (OCD), anxiety
disorders, emetophobia, mental health
stigma, and access to mental health
care. In addition to her role as
Professional Development Trainer and
Coach for ESS, she currently maintains
an active clinical practice, working as a
psychotherapist with children, teens,
and adults who struggle with OCD and
other anxiety disorders.

Interview with Jordan A. Katz, LSW,
Professional Development Trainer and
Coach for ESS

How common is school avoidance and
when should a parent or teacher
become concerned?

As reported by The School Avoidance
Alliance (School Avoidance Facts -
School Avoidance Alliance) the refusal
to aftend school or remain in class an
entire day is not uncommon, affecting
5% to 28% of students at some time in
their lives. If the behavior persists for 1.5 —
2 weeks, it's time for parents and school
professionals to confer about the causes
and what can be done to help.



https://schoolavoidance.org/school-avoidance-facts/
https://schoolavoidance.org/school-avoidance-facts/
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What are the signs of school
avoidance?

School avoidance will look different
depending on the age of the child. With
younger children, for example, we
might see tantrums or threats to run
away when it's time to go to school and
they may say things like “No, I'm not
going to go to school. I'd rather run
away from you.” They may even run
down the street when the bus comes.
We might see tearfulness in the morning
before going to school, or even the
night before. It is also very common to
see somatic complaints, including
stomach aches or headaches. These
may be so persistent that a parent
pursues medical intervention, e.g.,
bringing the child to see a
gastroenterologist because of chronic
stomach aches associated with going
to school or being in school.

Other things to look out for include
seeing a student hesitate about going
to school or exhibit persistent negative
thoughts or statements about school
that didn't otherwise exist. A student
might suddenly declare "I hate school”
or “I'm not good at school” or make
statements that suggest worry: “What if
something bad happens when I'm at
school2” "What if | get bullied2” “What if
| fail this exam?2” Another common
behavior is reassurance seeking from
parents or teachers, such as continually
asking, “Is everything going to be
okay?”

Exposure to bullying is another factor
that contributes to school avoidance.
Recently, there's been an increase in
bullying online, so it's not just face-to-
face bullying that adults must consider.
For example, perhaps a student who
has had no problem going to school in

the past becomes aware of something
negative said about him or her on social
media. This conftributes to apprehension
about going into school and about
being present among peers.

What are the causes of school
avoidance?

There are social, educational, and
mental health factors that contribute to
school avoidance.

Social factors include bullying, the
impact of social media, and substance
use. As | mentioned earlier, if a child is
exposed to bullying at school it will
create an undesirable situation that the
child will want to avoid. The explosion of
social media has ensured that our
students’ social contact doesn't end
when they leave school and go home.
Whether it is bullying or competition or
social pressure of any kind, students can
no longer get away from it: it now
follows them home. For example, there
may be tweets or social media posts
that could be the prompting event for a
student to avoid the next day. As for
substance use, if a student is using
substances for any reason - to fit in, fo
feel “cool”, to self-medicate, to party
and/or experiment - it may contribute to
that student being unable or unwilling to
rouse from sleep or to feel motivated to
go to school the next day.

Educational factors include things like a
learning disability or some other neuro-
cognitive difference. A child might say,
for example, “If | struggle in school, |
may have a hard time being there. |
don't really enjoy it. It's hard for me. |
don't really understand what | am
learning anyway, and | don't learn at
the same rate as my classmates. It's
going to be hard for me to be there.”
Students who have ADHD may have a

5
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hard time sitting in classes in districts that
use block scheduling, which can require
students to sit and pay attention for 90-
minute classes.

Mental health factors could include
anxiety or depression. Generalized
Anxiety Disorder or Social Anxiety
Disorder might manifest in comments
like “I am anxious about being in school
and worried about how | am doing in
my classes” or “Other kids will be mean
to me and won't want to talk to me.”
Depression might be reflected in
comments like “I don't get much sleep,
it's difficult for me to get going in the
morning” or “I don't really care about
school because | just feel sad a lot of
the time.”

What can parents do?

Well-meaning parents can inadvertently
maintain or reinforce school avoidance.
For example, if a student has a tantrum
or says to a parent, “I don't want to go
to school” or “it's scary” or “I don't like it
it is understandably hard for a parent to
force a child to do something that is
causing them emotional distress. It is
important, however, to urge parents to
encourage their children to face their
fears and continue to go to school even
though it's hard or doesn’t feel
comfortable. Parents need to assure
their kids that they can tolerate
uncomfortable feelings, and these
feelings are temporary and will pass.
Over time, as parents withdraw these
protective behaviors and
accommodations, it can help the
student be more functional in the school
sefting. By decreasing parental
accommodations, students can
become more independent in
confronting their fears and develop a
greater sense of self-efficacy, confident
in their ability to remain at school. It can

also be important for parents to get their
own mental health support if they find it
difficult to withdraw those
accommodations and fto folerate the
child’s discomfort.

How can schools help?

The most important goal is for educators
to identify and understand when a
student might be struggling with an
anxiety or depressive disorder. There are
a variety of different symptoms to look
out for in the school setting. For
example, a student who persists in
checking for mistakes, who often turns in
incomplete assignments, who seeks lots
of reassurance, who isolates more than
in the past, who seems unwilling or
unable to be involved in class
discussions, who is chronically late,
might be struggling with anxiety or
depression. These are all symptoms that
an educator might notice and then
begin to question what might be going
on with this student.

From there, the teacher or school
counselor should talk with the parents to
share what they're observing and see
how these symptoms might be showing
up outside of the school setting. In some
instances, when there are mild issues
related to something like social anxiety,
the teacher or school counselor might
feel comfortable coming up with goals
or exposure opportunities so that the
student might practice new behaviors
while tolerating discomfort during school
activities. In other cases, if the child is
refusing school frequently, it may be
something that's more significant that
requires professional help. In that case,
the educator can make a referral to
school based mental health counselors,
or help parents identify outside
resources, such as a program or a
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practitioner who specializes in the
freatment of anxiety or mood disorders.

We are grateful to Ms. Katz for taking
the time to share her perspectives on
this pervasive problem.

Some Final Thoughts

Educators are analytical by nature and
by training and strive to understand their
students’ struggles. With that in mind, it
might be useful to summarize some
information about the causes of school
avoidance that have been discussed in
prior MindBeat articles.

As Ms. Katz pointed out, there are many
factors that contribute to the
development and maintenance of
school avoidance, and once @
student’s pattern of avoidance persists
beyond two weeks it is critical to have a
mental health professional conduct a
comprehensive assessment before
creating an intervention strategy. The
School Refusal Assessment Screening
(SRAS) tool, developed by Kearny and
Albano (When Children Refuse School:
Parent Workbook | Oxford Academic
(oup.com), helps us understand what
factors are most relevant for any given
student.

The four primary reasons that students

avoid school:

e To avoid school-related stimuli or
sifuations that cause discomfort or
anxiety (e.g., noisy cafeterias, bus
rides, fire drills, crowded hallways,
other children that make them

uncomfortable such as bullies, not
being able to do schoolwork
because of learning differences,
etc.)

e To avoid evaluative or social
situations related to school
performance (e.g., tests, public
speaking, athletic performance in
the gym or on sports teams, etc.)

e Toreceive attention from parents or
caregivers (e.g., separation anxiety
or the feeling that one or both
parents need them at home, etc.)

e To seek tangible rewards that make
staying home more comfortable or
enjoyable than going to school (e.g.,
access to video games, ability to
sleep in, to work at a job, to socialize
with friends outside of school, etc.)

And remember, make sure to engage
school-based mental health
professionals as soon as possible in the
conversation about any student’s
pattern of school avoidance!

Resources:

https://www.newportacademy.com/resources/r
estoring-families/school-refusal/

When Children Refuse School: Parent Worklbook
| Oxford Academic (oup.com)

School Avoidance 101: Assessment Scale &
Parent Resources

School Avoidance Facts - School Avoidance
Alliance



https://academic.oup.com/book/1193
https://academic.oup.com/book/1193
https://academic.oup.com/book/1193
https://www.newportacademy.com/resources/restoring-families/school-refusal/
https://www.newportacademy.com/resources/restoring-families/school-refusal/
https://academic.oup.com/book/1193
https://academic.oup.com/book/1193
https://schoolavoidance.org/school-avoidance-101/#:~:text=The%20School%20Refusal%20Assessment%20Scale%20is%20a%20psychological,Dr.%20Anne-Marie%20Albano%20developed%20the%20revised%20version%20%28-R%29.
https://schoolavoidance.org/school-avoidance-101/#:~:text=The%20School%20Refusal%20Assessment%20Scale%20is%20a%20psychological,Dr.%20Anne-Marie%20Albano%20developed%20the%20revised%20version%20%28-R%29.
https://schoolavoidance.org/school-avoidance-facts/
https://schoolavoidance.org/school-avoidance-facts/
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Top 3 Things You Can Do to Celebrate

Mental Health Awareness Month

1. Knowledge is powerful: When it comes to student mental health it is essential that
all staff be educated on how they can help, what theirrole is, and what supportive
resources are available. Districts should schedule professional development
sessions for staff members, redistribute policies/procedures relating to student
mental health awareness, prevention, intervention, and postventions to all staff
and create a mental health action plan.

2. Awareness is key: Ensure that all staff and students are aware of the warning signs
and changes in student behavior that can be indicative of mental health needs.
This can be done through newsletters, bulletin boards, assemblies, and a variety
of other distribution methods.

3. Taking Action: Education and awareness are important, however as the old
adage goes “actions speak louder than words.” Embed positive mental health
practices such as meditation, mindfulness, grounding, sensory regulation, nutrition,
and physical exercise throughout the school day. Establish daily routines and
rituals to enhance positive mental health.
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Mental Health Services in School: The
New Normal?

Earlier this year, the chief science officer
of the American Psychological
Association, Mitchell J. Prinstein, made
the case for greater investment in
mental health services for our country’s
youth. His argument came on the heels
of similar appeals by President Biden
and Vivek Murthy, the country’s Surgeon
General. To make his point, Prinstein
notes that, on average, there are two
students in every American classroom
who are experiencing mental health
issues severe enough to affect “their
ability to concentrate and learn — and
potentially threatening their lives.” In the
United States, he adds, the suicide rate
is the highest among all wealthy nations.
In fact, suicide is the second leading
cause of death among teens and
young adults in this country.

Prinstein is right to refer to “students”
and “classrooms,” because school is
where young people spend the bulk of
their day. It's where they engage in the
activities, learning, and relationships
that play a role in shaping their futures.
At the same time, mental well-being is
virtually a prerequisite for a rewarding
school experience. It's hard to engage
academically when anxiety, depression,
or other emotional challenges are
syphoning off all your energy. This is why
mental health services and schools are
natural partners. And it's why President
Biden and Dr. Murthy called on schools
to step up and help meet the current
challenge.

School-Based Services: A Solution That
Makes Sense

In many ways today's young people live
in a climate of unease. They face

heightened pressures to achieve in
school, the always online culture of
social media, the psychological toll of
constant school shootings, anxieties
around climate change and its impact
on the future, the pain of racial injustice,
and, of course, the lingering aftermath
of the COVID-19 pandemic. These
broad, external factors don't even take
into account interpersonal dynamics
within families or the specific brain
chemistries of individual young people.
Kids are by nature resilient, but with so
many complex factors at play, it's not
hard to see how we've arrived at our
current mental health crisis.

School-based mental health services
offer an effective and workable
response to this enormous challenge
and address the greatest obstacles to
access. For many families, the sheer cost
of a private therapist is prohibitive, and
getting to and from appointments can
pose logistical nightmares. Even for
families for whom these issues aren't a
problem, access can still be a
challenge; we're currently facing a
shortage of private therapists who are
qualified to meet the unique needs of
children and teens.

Another barrier to access is stigma. In
recent decades our culture has
become much more open about and
accepting of mental health issues, but
individuals and families may still
experience shame when they're the
ones in need of support. School-based
interventions can serve to normalize the
experience of seeking mental health
services — both for young people and
their families. By bringing mental health
issues intfo the school setting, schools
have an opportunity to educate
students and families about the
pervasiveness of mental health


https://www.apa.org/news/press/op-eds/youth-mental-health-crisis
https://www.apa.org/news/press/op-eds/youth-mental-health-crisis
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/press-release/2020/new-international-report-health-care-us-suicide-rate-highest-among-wealthy
https://connect.uclahealth.org/2022/03/15/suicide-rate-highest-among-teens-and-young-adults/
https://connect.uclahealth.org/2022/03/15/suicide-rate-highest-among-teens-and-young-adults/
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difficulties and their causes, reducing
embarrassment, guilt, and shame.

In addition to solving issues of access,
schools and school personnel may also
be in the best position to recognize
students’ mental health struggles early
on because they see and interact with
students on a daily basis. Early
identification of social and emotional
problems can lead to faster resolution
and reduce the burden of suffering. By
implementing strategies like universal
screening, schools can often head off
troubles before they have a chance to
develop and escalate.

Easing students’ suffering may be the
most immediate benefit, but studies
have shown that developing
comprehensive school mental health

= o 2 e 4 - °F
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programs have a number of ripple
effects: stemming absenteeism and
helping students achieve academically,
building students’ social skills,
developing their self-awareness and
leadership skills, and fostering warm and
caring connections to adults in their
school and in their community. In short,
school based mental health services are
a workable solution that can promote
healthy skills for school — and for life.

A Multi-tiered System of Supports

Evidence shows that school-based
mental health services are most
effective when they exist within a
multitiered system of support (MTSS). An
MTSS framework encompasses the
continuum of need, enabling schools to
promote mental wellness for all students,
from the most resilient to the most
vulnerable. Tier 1 programs focus on
schoolwide wellness, employing a social
emotional learning curriculum and
universal mental health screening. Tier 2
services address the needs of students
with mild to moderate mental health
symptoms; and Tier 3 services are the
most intensive, reserved for the smaller
group of students with severe mental
health challenges.

Implementing tiered programs makes it
possible to identify and address
problems before they escalate or
become chronic and to provide
increasingly intensive, evidence-based
services for the individual students who
need them.

Are Schools Ready?

It's clear that yesterday'’s strategies
aren't suited to today’s complex reality.
School staffing solutions that might have
sufficed twenty, ten, or even five years
ago are no longer adequate to meet

10
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the current needs of our young people
to allow them to flourish. But are schools
ready and equipped to provide the
supportive, evidence-based care that
can help kids thrive?

Citing a study by the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES), the Pew
Research Center reports that during the
2019-20 school year just over half of the
country’s public schools (55%) provided
mental health assessments to diagnose
mental health issues. Far fewer,
however, actually provided services or
treatment for students who needed
them. Just 42% of K-12 schools offered
mental health freatment to lessen or
eliminate symptomes, the survey
reported.

The pandemic, of course, changed the
landscape considerably. With the return
of in-school instruction for the 2021-22
school year, it came as news to no one
that the mental health needs of
students had risen dramatically. In
response, schools across the country
scrambled to beef up their mental
health services. Research conducted by
the National Center for Education
Statistics and the U.S. Census Bureau
found that in the 2021-22 school year as
many as 96% of public schools reported
offering at least some form of mental
health intervention to their students. A
maijority of schools (67%) said that
they'd increased their mental health
services; fewer than half, however,
(41%) said they'd hired additional staff
to meet the overwhelming need. What's
more, only a third of schools said they
were providing outreach services and
mental health screenings, which are
effective tools for early intervention and
prevention.

In both of these research studies, the
main reasons schools gave for failing to

provide the necessary services for their
students were insufficient funding and
lack of access to qualified mental
health professionails.

Effective School Solutions Can Help
Sustain Mental Health Services for the
Long Haul

School-based mental health services
are not a passing tfrend. The challenges
young people face are not going away.
By reducing stigma and increasing
access, in-school services can help
ensure that all students — not just the
fortunate few — get the support and
help they need to reach their frue
potential.

So how will school districts across the
country expand services for their
studentse And how will they pay for
them?e On the staffing front, one answer
is partnering with outside experts. As a
leader in in-school mental health
services, Effective School Solutions (ESS)
works with districts around the country
that are struggling to meet the rising
needs of their students. By implementing
an MTSS framework and providing
qualified practitioners, ESS consistently
helps schools expand and improve
care, strengthen academics, and
maintain students in-district.

To help district leaders secure the
resources to pay for these essential
services, ESS has devised a 7-part
framework to guide districts as they seek
to obtain long-term funding for mental
health services: SUSTAIN.

Seize the opportunity to prioritize school-
based mental health. First and foremost,
supporting students through school-
based mental health programs is the
path for helping young people succeed
in school and beyond, and districts must

1l
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make it a priority.

Utilize traditional federal funding sources
like Title funds and IDEA to fund mental
health services. The federal Mental
Health Service Professional (MHSP)
Demonstration Grant Program and the
School-Based Mental Health (SBMH)
Services Grant Program allocate monies
to increase mental health support
services in schools.

State specific mental health funding.
State appropriations fund student
mental health supports and services.
Recent state actions have focused on
awarding monies to support and
develop school-based mental health
programs and services, mental health
and wellness curricula, staff fraining and
professional development, mental
health screenings, suicide prevention
programs and other core services. ESS
works with state legislators on an
ongoing basis to advocate for the
inclusion of mental health services in
state appropriations.

Take advantage of Medicaid. The
federal government now allows school
districts to bill Medicaid for health
services delivered to all children
enrolled in Medicaid. Some states can
update this policy change
administratively, while other states need
to submit a state plan amendment
(SPA) to the Centers for Medicare and
Medicaid Services. ESS partners with
many districts to provide reporting on
service delivery that enables this
reimbursement to take place.

Adjust out-of-district placements/non-
public schools spending. Districts often
spend millions of dollars to send students
to private therapeutic day schools and
other outside placements. While some

students need the specific skills a
specialized school offers, many students
who are sent out of the district because
of behavioral or emotional challenges
could be supported in the “least
restrictive” environment of the public-
school system if the right supports
existed. ESS offers great quality clinical
support in schools at a fraction of the
cost of an ODP or NPS. Strengthening
mental health supports in a district can
be a significant cost savings.

Integrate new federal funding sources.
In addition to traditional federal funding
sources, a new piece of legislation
signed in July 2022 — the Bipartisan Safer
Communities Act (BSCA) — authorizes
$1.7 billion in mental health services to
schools and communities.

Navigate COVID-19 relief funding. The
government’s COVID-19 relief package
allocated over $263 bilion into state
and institutional recovery and rebuilding
efforts via the Education Stabilization
Fund (ESF), which is managed by the
Department of Education. The ESF
includes distinct emergency relief funds
relating specifically to mental health
service provision through the Elementary
and Secondary School Emergency
Relief (ESSER) Fund, the Governor’s
Emergency Education Relief (GEER)
Fund, and the Emergency Assistance to
non-Public Schools (EANS) Fund.

For school-district leaders, using the
funding before it expires is critical. When
it comes to ESSER funds, the greatest
hurdle to spending the monies is having
enough staff members to do it. ESS can
supplement school staff and grow
capabilities, assisting districts in
implementing programming funded by
ESSER dollars. Similarly, ESS can help
districts make use of GEER funding,

12
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which may be distributed to public
agencies or private entities that
coordinate or directly provide early
intervention services under the
Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA). ESS programming falls under
this programming bucket.

For many districts, expanding and fine-
tuning school-based mental health care
is a work in progress. But this model of
care is clearly the way forward. This is a
new normal that benefits students, their
families, and the entire school
community.

Anxiety on the Rise

When we talk about the mental health
crisis affecting our nation’s youth, we're
referring fo a wide range of conditions,
the two most prevalent of which are
anxiety and depression. Depression is
often seen as the more worrisome
because its symptoms can be so
excruciating and even life-threatening.
At its worst, depression can lead to
feelings of hopelessness, despair, and
suicidal ideation — serious symptoms that
call forimmediate intervention.

Anxiety, however, brings its own forms of
suffering and can be profoundly
disruptive and debilitating. At the same
fime, anxiety and depression often co-
occur. Those with anxiety are at greater
risk for depression and vice versa. So
recognizing and treating anxiety
disorders as early as possible is vitally
important.

Not All Anxious Feelings Are Problematic

Feeling anxious on occasion is simply a

part of being human. Experiencing mild
worry about an upcoming test or feeling
butterflies in the stomach before
entering a roomful of strangers are
normal episodes of nervousness that just
about everyone experiences at some
point. Indeed, occasional fear and
anxiety are healthy and adaptive and
help to keep us safe. But while mild
worries are normal and disappear when
the triggering situation passes,
disordered anxiety is more pervasive.
Troublesome anxiety is out of proportion
to the situation, often hinders behavior,
and may get worse over time.

The Most Common Types of Anxiety Kids
Experience

There are a number of different anxiety
disorders, but what they all have in
common is that they lead to suffering
and can disrupt and diminish young
people’s lives. The following are some of
the most common anxiety disorders
young people experience.

Social anxiety disorder. Children and
teens with social anxiety disorder suffer
from extreme feelings of self-
consciousness that make it hard for
them to interact in normal social
situations. Some degree of self-
consciousness among adolescents is
normal, but kids with social anxiety find
daily encounters with peers highly
stressful — and may find it impossible to
participate fully in school. As a result,
young people with this kind of anxiety
disorder increasingly avoid social
sifuations, which can lead to loneliness,
poor school performance, and an
avoidance of other activities.

Panic disorder. Students with panic
disorder experience recurring (often
spontaneous) panic attacks. The
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physical manifestations of these
episodes —racing heart, dizziness,
sweating, shortness of breath — are so
overwhelming that sufferers may fear
they're dying or going crazy.

Specific phobias. Kids with specific
phobias experience extreme fear when
they encounter a specific trigger.
Triggers can be almost anything,
ranging from spiders or insects to heights
or bridges to choking or vomiting. In
response to their phobia, sufferers will try
to avoid the trigger. For instance,
someone with a phobia of choking may
avoid eating many types of food.

Separation anxiety disorder. While it's
normal for very young children to
experience distress when separated
from their caregivers, separation anxiety
is problematic when excessive distress is
felt by older students who would
normally separate with ease.

Obsessive-compulsive disorder. Young
people with obsessive-compulsive
disorder (OCD) experience unwanted
thoughts (obsessions), and frequently
engage in behaviors (compulsions)
designed to alleviate the anxiety
caused by the infrusive thoughts. For
someone with OCD, the thoughts and
feelings can take up a lot of mental
energy.

Generalized anxiety disorder. Students
with generalized anxiety disorder
experience intense worries and fears
that seems to have no real cause. Unlike
phobias, their fears are directed at
many things, such as their school
performance, their past behaviors, and
real or imagined future events.

Why Are Anxiety Disorders on the Rise?

Anxiety is on the rise among people of
all ages, but the greatest increases
have been among young people. In
many cases, we don't know the factors
that lead to the development of a child
or teen’s anxiety disorder. It's likely that
genes, brain wiring, temperament, and
other unknown factors all play arole.
Yet these factors seem insufficient to
explain the marked increase we've
witnessed among children and
adolescents in recent years.

It's tempting to blame the increase in
anxiety on the pandemic. And without
a doubt, that unprecedented crisis has
made everything worse. Various studies
have shown that the pandemic
increased both rates of depression and
anxiety in the population as a whole
and among young people in particular.
But ample research has also shown that
rates of anxiety were already climbing
before the pandemic. According to the
CDC more than 9% of young people
between the ages of 3 and 17 were
diagnosed with anxiety in the four years
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leading up to the pandemic, and that
number had been rising steadily for the
past two decades.

So, what's changed?

High expectations and the pressure to
succeed. Today's young people feel
pressures that no previous generation
did. High-stakes testing, the pressure to
get good grades and to get into a
good college, and an emphasis on
resume-building extracurricular activities
can leave students feeling stressed and
out of balance. Without adequate
downtime to run around, relax, and just
be kids, they can become
perfectionistic, overwhelmed, and
anxious.

Social media. Our kids spend a lot of
time on social media, where likes and
approval are the currency of the realm.
While some kids say social media makes
them feel connected, it's also clear that
for many it leads to negative self-
comparisons and feelings of
inadequacy. In addition, too much time
spent interacting with screens can
crowd out time for in-person, face-to-
face interactions and may end up
conftributing to social avoidance.

Real-World Issues. Kids in twenty-first-
century America live in a complex
culture with many realities that can feed
anxiety. As the threats of climate
change loom, children and teens may
experience stress and worry about its
impact on their future. Once arare
event, school shootings are now so
common that many schools regularly
have lockdown drills, which can
themselves be terrifying for young

people. Racism, anti-LGBTQ prejudice,
and other forms of social injustice are
now front and center for many young
people — whether because they
experience them firsthand or because
of fime spent online.

Recognizing Anxiety Disorders

Recognizing anxiety disorders is the key
to treating them. Some forms of anxiety
are relatively easy to spot. An anxiety
disorder like OCD, for example, often
announces itself when a young person
begins to engage in compulsive
behaviors, like excessive handwashing
or repetitive checking. Similarly, specific
phobias are often easy to identify. Other
anxieties, though, are often less visible.

Generalized anxiety disorder, for
instance, can be harder to identify —
especially once students hit
adolescence, when they become
experts at hiding their thoughts and
feelings. But to an informed eye, there
are a hnumber of behaviors that might
signal a teenager is dealing with
anxiety.

School refusal is one such sign.
According to the Child Mind Institute,
“school avoidance can mask anxiety
about any number of issues. “Since so
much of what adolescents are focused
on is connected with school - think
academics, sports, other activities and
social life — school can be the setting of
a lot of things a teenager might be
anxious about. Hence when kids resist
going to school, it's not necessarily
about school itself.”

Other signs could be irritability, difficulty
sleeping, trouble concentrating, and
excessive worrying, among others. At
school, episodes of acting out or
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defiance, which look like
“misbehaving,” may in fact be fueled
by underlying anxiety and feelings of
being overwhelmed.

Therapeutic Interventions

Fortunately, anxiety is treatable with the
right interventions. Intervention,
however, is key. Left on their own,
anxiety disorders can worsen. Although
strateqgies like avoidance feel helpful in
the short term, over time they can
actually deepen fear and anxiety and
become self-reinforcing. In the worst
case, fears and anxieties spiral out of
conftrol and significantly diminish quality
of life.

A form of cognitive therapy known as
“exposure therapy” is one intervention
that has been proven to be successful.
Exposure therapy is just what it sounds
like — it entails exposing the anxious
person to the trigger or triggers that
elicit fear and anxiety, and over time
the anxiety lessens. Yet as The New York
Times recently reported, the tfreatment,
“which is considered a gold-

standard approach for tackling anxiety,

phobias and obsessive-compulsive
disorder” and which often yields big
improvements in a matter of months, is
rarely used with young people.
“Financial barriers and a lack of
providers have kept the treatment out
of reach for many.”

In addition, exposure therapy for young
people has its critics. Exposing a young
person to the thing they're most afraid
of can make therapists uncomfortable
and may be seen as cruel. A child or
teen will have to endure some difficult
feelings before they ultimately feel
better. But when engaged in with care,
a skillful exposure therapist can help
young people feel a degree of safety

even as they experience fear and
dread.

Another tool that can be helpful in
reducing anxiety is mindfulness.
Mindfulness is a form of meditation that
entails being present with what's
happening in the moment — one’s
thoughts, feelings and bodily sensations
— without criticism or judgment.

A recent study (conducted in adults)
found that mindfulness training was as
helpful as medication in freating anxiety
disorders. In the study, half the
partficipants were given a drug
commonly prescribed for anxiety and
depression, while the other half
parficipated in an eight-week
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction
course. At the end of eight weeks, both
groups experienced a 20% reduction in
their anxiety.

Lastly, some young people with severe
anxiety disorders may be prescribed
medications, which can be used
together with behavioral interventions to
fully address the condition.

What Can Schools Do?

Perhaps the single most important step
schools can take to address the
epidemic of anxiety — and other mental
health issues among students —is to
have a multitiered system of supports
(MTSS) in place. An MTSS framework is
designed to respond to young people
across the continuum of need so that
no student falls through the cracks.
Universal screening of students can
identify issues that may otherwise fly
under the radar. And when mental
health challenges are identified, there
are caregivers available to ensure
students have access to appropriate
interventions.
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Teachers and staff also benefit from an
MTSS model, which puts an emphasis on
professional development. By equipping
them to respond to problematic
behavior and to recognize when a
young person may be experiencing
undiagnosed anxiety, the framework
helps the school day run more
harmoniously for everyone.

Bringing tools like mindfulness into the
classroom can have positive results, as
well. Although most mindfulness
research has focused on adults, there’s
plenty of anecdotal evidence that
mindfulness is effective for people of all
ages, including kids, and increasingly it
has found its way into schools. One
organization, Mindful Schools, based in
Oakland, California, has been bringing
mindfulness into classrooms since 2007,
giving young people a tool in their
toolbox to chip away at stress and
anxiety when they arise.

Amid the current epidemic of anxiety
and other mental health challenges, it's
more important than ever to create a
school culture in which mental health
issues — and their freatment — are seen
as ordinary rather than something to be
ashamed of, and in which everyone is
accepted and welcomed.
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Webinar Recordings

A Strength Based Approach to Tier 3
Mental Health: Meeting the Unique
Needs of Every Child

Learn about how the students’ mental
health needs can not only be
addressed, but also in many cases
resolved by the utilization of an
evidence-based Tier 3 Intensive, In-
School Clinical Support program.
Participants will explore the structural
needs of an effective program, as well
as the proven benefits on student
mental health. Click here to access the
webinar.

MDMTSS: Rethinking Your MTSS
Framework to Support Your Students’
Academic, Behavioral, and Mental
Health

Effective School Solutions and the
National Center on Education and the
Economy explore the concept and
design of a multi-dimensional, multi-
tiered system of support (MDMTSS).
Students’ mental health significantly
impacts their behavior and academic
performance. Therefore, districts must
address each of these dimensions
(mental health, academics, behavior)
equally in a multi-dimensional, multi-
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tiered system of support. Click here to
access the webinar.

Taking Advantage of Medicaid Supports
for School-Based Mental Health Services

Medicaid is one of the fastest growing
funding sources for school-based health
expenditures, including mental health.
Currently, all states offer the ability for
districts to seek Medicaid
reimbursement for the cost of mental
health services delivered to students
with individualized education plans
(IEPs). Why aren’t more districts taking
advantage of thisg Click here to access
the webinar.

Mental Health Vision and Planning:
Developing an MTSS Playbook for your
District

In order to make meaningful changes to
a school district’s mental health care
program, districts must first have a clear
understanding of their current strengths
and weaknesses, a focused vision for
improvement, proper policies,
procedures, protocols, and tools to
deliver high quality clinical care. In this
webinar, we discuss why it is important
to create a MTSS playbook, the process
for developing a playbook, and the 5
essentials of an effective playbook.
Click here to access the webinar.

Early Childhood Clinical Programming:
Impacting the Mental Health of Early
Learners

Effective early childhood programming
focuses on cultivating high quality
interactions between children, their
peers, and adults. Participants will learn:
why it is important to create supportive
environments for early learners, three
key components of effective systems of

support when designing early childhood
programming, and four ways to
advance positive social emotional and
behavioral outcomes in early learners.
Click here to access the webinar.

Transition Resets: A School District's
Guide for Emotion Regulation

Students often lack the skills and have
difficulty recognizing opportunities to
regulate their emotions. Transition resets
imbed mindfulness and emotional
regulation techniques into students’
daily school routines. With frequent
repetition, resetting can become a
transferable skill that is easily accessed
when students are overwhelmed. The
more students learn the value of
resetting the more they will begin to
learn to reset themselves and others. In
this webinar, participants will learn
strategies for developing a reset
paradigm in the classroom and the
entire school, along with practical
techniques for implementation. Click
here to access the webinar.

Ensuring a Strong Foundation for your
MDMTSS (Multi-Dimensional Multi-Tiered
System of Support) Through Professional
Learning

Effective School Solutions, the National
Center on Education and the Economy,
and special guest, Dr. Abigail Leonard,
Director of Ancillary Services, Big Spring
School District take a deeper dive into
the concept of a multi-dimensional,
multi-tiered system of support (MDMTSS),
exploring the ways in which powerful,
prevention-focused professional
learning will help to ensure strong
support for your students’ mental health.
Click here to access the webinar.
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Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT):
Integrating Evidenced-Based
Approaches into School-Based
Counseling

Many of the challenges experienced by
students are based on self-defeating
and unhelpful thought patterns that
impact both feelings and behavior.
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is @
time-sensitive, structured, and present-
oriented freatment that focuses on
problem solving and teaching students
how to modify often problematic “all or
nothing” thinking patterns. In this
webinar participants will learn: the core
principles of CBT, best practices of CBT
in a school-setting, and key techniques
of cognitive reframing for students. This
webinar provides a foundational
knowledge of the principles and
strategies involved in using CBT. Click
here to access the webinar.
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Supporting Transgender Students

The current mental health crisis among
our country’s young people is far
reaching, affecting youth in all groups
and at all socioeconomic levels. Yet
certain populations are especially
vulnerable. For instance, research shows
that LGBTQ youth experience more
mental health struggles than their
heterosexual peers. And within this
group, transgender young people are
the most vulnerable of all. In addition to
the challenges their non-transgender
peers are grappling with, they
experience a set of issues that are
uniguely their own.

Survey data put out by the CDC
suggests that 1.8% of high school
students identify as fransgender. It's
crucial for educators to understand the
distinct issues these students face and to
find ways to support transgender young
people to help them thrive.

What Is Transgender?

The term transgender is used to describe
people whose gender identity — their
internal sense of being male, female, or
something else —is at odds with

the sex they were assumed to be at
birth. A transgender girl experiences
herself as a girl, even though she was
thought to be male when she was born.
A transgender boy identifies as and
experiences himself as male despite
being perceived as female at birth. The
term cisgender was coined in the 1990s
(cis being the opposite of trans in Latin)
to describe the majority of people
whose internal gender identity aligns
with their sex at birth.

In recent years the term transgender
has sometimes been broadened to

include people who identify as neither
male nor female. There are also a
number of other terms used to describe
these young people and adults, such
as non-binary, gender nonconforming,
or genderqueer.

Understanding the Issues Transgender
Young People Face

Being transgender is not a mental iliness,
but young people who identify as
tfransgender experience unique
challenges that may affect their mental
health. This isn’t the case for alll
tfransgender youth.

Some experience no mental health
issues, and others may have mental
health struggles that are unrelated to
their gender identity. Yet for some trans
young people, mental health
challenges and gender identity are
interrelated, a fact that frequently has
less to do with their being fransgender
and more to do with the social stigma
and lack of acceptance they
experience - in their families, among
their peers, and in the wider society.

According to the National Alliance on
Mental Health, tfransgender youth

are twice as likely as their non-
tfransgender peers to experience
depressive symptomes, seriously consider
suicide, and actually attempt suicide.

Lack of Acceptance by Family

ldeally, being loved and accepted by
one’s family is something a young
person can count on, no matter what.
But far from unconditional love, what
many fransgender youths experience
within their families is rejection. While
even the most accepting families may
experience an initial period of
adjustment in recognizing and affirming
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a fransgender child, a great many
parents and caregivers lovingly
embrace and support their trans child’s
gender identity. Some parents,
however, are unable or unwilling to
recognize and accept this facet of their
child. They may become dismissive,
rejecting, abusive, and even violent.
Others may simply deny the child’s
basic internal reality, which the child
perceives as a fundamental rejection of
who they are.

Several studies have shown that the
lack of familial acceptance takes a
powerful toll on the mental health of
trans people of all ages. One 2016 study
found that among more than 3,400
transgender or gender nonconforming
adults, “42.3% reported a suicide
attempt, and 26.3% reported misusing
drugs or alcohol to cope with
transgender-related discrimination. . . .
[Flfamily rejection was associated with
increased odds of both behaviors. Odds
increased significantly with increasing
levels of family rejection.” Other
research has shown similar findings.

Bullying

We know that being bullied is a painful
experience for many young people. But
transgender youth are at an increased
risk of being subjected to harassment,
hostility, and violent behavior. Recent
data collected by the CDC reveals that
young trans people are much more
likely to be bullied at school than their
non-transgender peers. For example,
43% of fransgender youth have been
bullied on school property, compared
fo 18% of their non-frans peers. Further,
29% of fransgender youth have been
threatened or injured with a weapon on
school property, compared to 7% of
their peers who are cisgender. And a
survey conducted by GLSEN, a nonprofit

established by teachers to support
LGBTQ youth, found that more than 77%
of fransgender students had
experienced episodes of discrimination,
compared to 46% of their non-trans
peers.

What's more, fransgender youth can be
subject to harassment and abuse in
non-school settings as well, including
from transphobic strangers who react to
them with antagonism and hostility.

Anti-Transgender Legislation

In recent years, conservative legislators
have moved to enact anti-transgender
legislation across the country, targeting
transgender students. While initial efforts
took aim at single-sex bathrooms, more
than 100 bills have been intfroduced to
limit transgender students’ participation
in single-sex sports and extracurricular
activities. There's evidence that the
national debates that have taken place
on these issues is causing support for
fransgender students to erode, and
Research by EdWeek bears this out.

In their survey conducted in October
and November of 2021, “less than 41
percent of educators and school and
district administrators told the EAWeek
Research Center that transgender
students should be allowed to use the
bathroom or locker room that aligns
with the gender with which they identfify,
as opposed to the sex assigned at birth.
That's down from 51 percent of these
key school staff members who said they
supported transgender students” in a
2017 survey. This legislation is
representative of society's lack of
acceptance of tfransgender people of
all ages.

It's clear that fransgender individuals,
young and old, face discrimination,
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