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Children spend more time in school than in any other formal setting.! Accordingly,
schools play a key role in a child’s development -- from peer relationships and social
Interactions to academic attainment and cognitive progress, to emotional, physical and
behavioral well-being. All these areas are affected by mental health, which research
shows bears directly on academic attainment.?

Why The District Must Focus on Mental Health

Increasingly schoolchildren across the United States have been identified as having
significant mental and behavioral health needs. Among the more common disorders
diagnosed in childhood are attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), anxiety, and
behavior disorders.® One in six U.S. children aged 2-8 years (17.4%) has had a diagnosed
mental, behavioral, or developmental disorder.* The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention reports that one in five U.S. children currently have, or at some stage have
had, a debilitating mental illness.® Fifty percent of mental illness begins by the age of 14,
according to the American Psychiatric Association.® In addition, an increasing number of
children suffer from depression and anxiety, ranging from mild symptoms to more severe
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forms, such as panic attacks. When mild symptoms are ignored, they can lead to more
significant depression, withdrawal from school, and increase the risk of substance abuse.’
Childhood psychiatric disorders are also associated with educational failure® and are
associated with a range of additional adverse outcomes, including being more likely to
enter the criminal justice system.®

Children who are struggling with psychological conditions or might need mental health
support do not form a discrete or finite group. Rather, any student may experience a
mental health crisis due to a wide range of circumstances and conditions. This is why
creating a universal response that centers on a safe, supportive, and trauma-informed
school environment is needed for all children. In addition, as childhood and adolescent
mental and behavioral health disorders have become more common, schools must ensure
that students receive accommodations and special education services in school as
required to ensure equal access to learning under federal disability and civil rights laws.
In addition, students must be connected to mental health services in schools and in their
communities. Addressing all of these important issues is critical to meeting the learning
needs of all District students.

Schools Must Be Safe, Supportive, Trauma-Informed Environments That Support
Positive Mental Health

Several school-specific factors are recognized as impacting mental health including
school climate, bullying, and the quality of relationships between teachers and children.!
The prevalence of bullying, which often takes place in the school context, doubles the
odds of suicidal ideation and suicidal attempts for young people who report peer
victimization.? Bullying can also affect children into adulthood by increasing the
prevalence of anxiety, depression, and self-harm.® ELC receives many complaints from
parents about bullying in District schools, and submitted important proposed revisions
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and comments to Board Policy 249 to improve the District’s response to bullying
including allowing a “school safety transfer” in extreme cases where a school cannot be
made safe for a child.** Poor relationships between teachers and students have also been
identified as a predictor of the onset of childhood psychiatric disorders® and low
academic attainment.®

In addition, it is also well documented that trauma causes emotional or psychological
damage to children.!” A wide range of experiences can result in trauma, and a child’s
response to these potentially traumatizing events will vary depending on the
characteristics of the child environment and experience.'® An estimated two in three
children are exposed to traumatic experiences that have the potential to impact brain
development, social functioning, and ability to learn and engage in school.'® These
students may adopt a set of behaviors or patterns or thinking that put them on a path for
further trauma. This “cycle of trauma” is particularly important to keep in mind in the
school environment, where students may display problem behaviors related to past
trauma and become re-traumatized through school discipline measures that embed the
trauma further and continues the cycle of behavioral problems rather than alleviating
them. A primary goal of the trauma-informed approaches in schools is to prevent re-
traumatization by acknowledging past trauma and its triggers, avoiding stigmatizing and
punishing students, and providing a safe supportive environment to lessen the impact of
trauma.

Trauma-informed approaches reframe how educators/disciplinarians perceive students’
behavior. Instead of directly placing blame on the child, it requires taking a step back and
being mindful of the situation that created the behavior. This attitude becomes more
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reflexive with education and training on trauma and its impacts, trauma-informed
policies, and a dedication to rejecting re-traumatization.?® Committing to creating
supportive, trauma-informed schools has the potential to affect all students, and
implementing a trauma-informed approach across the District builds on trauma
frameworks that have documented widespread positive effects and improve student
academic outcomes.?

Connecting Students to Mental Health Services and Supports

Mental health services embedded within school systems can also create a continuum of
care that improves both mental health and educational attainment for children. Models
include a reconfiguration of education and mental health systems to aid implementation
of evidence-based practices or integrative strategies that combine classroom-level and
student-level interventions. Such integration supports deeper access to services and can
promote the healthy development of children.?? Even if services cannot be made
available in schools, facilitating access to mental health resources in the community is
critical to meeting the needs of students.

ELC’s Recommendations

In light of the plethora of research regarding the importance of mental health services, the
critical role of schools in creating healthy supportive environments for children, and the
need for mental health services and interventions, we urge the School Board to consider
adopting the following policy priorities, which are also supported by Youth United for
Change:

The School District should develop and implement a mental health criteria for a
healthy schools baseline and a holistic healthy schools action plan and policy that
is developed collaboratively with multiple stakeholders.

Every school should have transparent and accessible information regarding all
mental health support services available to students including resources in the
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District and local community. High schools should be connected with Community
Behavioral Health providers just like District elementary and middle schools are.

The District should provide mental health & trauma-informed training for school
staff and students.

All disciplinary interventions should be trauma-informed.
These changes would make a profound difference for all District students by ensuring a
healthy, supportive and trauma-informed environment and that students with mental

health needs are readily connected to the support services and interventions they need.

Thank you for the opportunity to submit written testimony.



