
Mental Health in Schools

Nancy Lever, Ph.D.
Associate Professor, University of Maryland School of Medicine

Co-Director, National Center for School Mental Health



National Center for School Mental Health
MISSION:

Strengthen policies and programs in school mental health to improve learning and promote 
success for America's youth

• Focus on advancing school mental health policy, research, practice, and training

• Shared family-schools-community mental health agenda

Directors: Drs. Nancy Lever & Sharon Hoover 

Faculty:  Jill Bohnenkamp, Ph.D., Elizabeth Connors, Ph.D, Britt Patterson, Ph.D., 
Kris Scardamalia, Ph.D., & Cindy Schaeffer, Ph.D.

www.schoolmentalhealth.org
www.theshapesystem.com  

Funded in part by the 
Health Resources and 

Services Administration

http://www.schoolmentalhealth.org/
http://www.theshapesystem.com/


Reflection

• Who was your favorite teacher during your k-12 
school years?

• What was it about him or her or what he or she 
did that made that teacher your favorite?



• I've learned that people will forget what you said, 
people will forget what you did, but people will 
never forget how you made them feel

-Maya Angelou

• Every child needs at least one adult who is 
irrationally crazy about him or her. 

- Urie Bronfenbrenner

• All children have within them the potential to be 
great kids.  It is our jobs to create a great world 
where this potential can flourish.  

- Stanley Greenspan, MD



“Could someone help me with these? 
I’m late for math class.”



In a classroom of 30 students…

1 in 5 will experience a 
mental health problem of 
mild impairment

1 in 10 will experience a 
mental health problem of 
severe impairment

Up to 60% of students 
who need them do not 
receive services.



Treatment as Usual Show Rates in 
Traditional Outpatient Settings  
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What School Mental Health is NOT



School Mental Health –
A Definition



• provide a full array of supports and services that promote positive school climate, social emotional learning, 
mental health and well-being, while reducing the prevalence and severity of mental illness

• built on a strong foundation of district and school professionals, including administrators and educators, 
specialized instructional support personnel (e.g., school psychologists, school social workers, school counselors, 
school nurses and other school health professionals)

• in strategic partnership with students, families and community health and mental health partners

• assess and address the social and environmental factors that impact health and mental health

Comprehensive School Mental Health Systems



• Educators and Student Instructional 
Support Personnel 

• Adequate staffing and support
• Trained to address student mental health 

in schools

• Collaboration and Teaming
• Youth and Families
• Community Health/Mental Health and 

Other Partners

• Multi-Tiered System of Supports
• Mental health promotion support (Tier 1)
• Early intervention and treatment services 

and supports (Tiers 2-3)

• Evidence-Informed Services and 
Supports

• Cultural Responsiveness and Equity 
• Data-Driven Decision Making

Core Features



School Mental Health –
Multi-tiered System of Support

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiz1PzZ2urPAhXIKiYKHZUDCGUQjRwIBw&url=https://easybaked.net/2013/03/27/strawberry-lemonade-cupcakes/&psig=AFQjCNGVBfGOaG0RXxiyyt23ScGDW-Pfrw&ust=1477098447039391
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj5jZy53erPAhWFKCYKHaVtDEEQjRwIBw&url=http://www.browneyedbaker.com/vanilla-cupcakes-vanilla-buttercream-frosting/&bvm=bv.136499718,d.eWE&psig=AFQjCNF-_RNUAn-KiWaHSiOBWrD7VA7cFQ&ust=1477099185020191
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwivoa7s3urPAhVMRCYKHZtpDM4QjRwIBw&url=http://www.glorioustreats.com/2011/07/perfect-vanilla-cupcakes-recipe.html&bvm=bv.136499718,d.eWE&psig=AFQjCNHA0YC8WU0_5eOBwC6ea8GuFr1QvA&ust=1477099482413519


Key Considerations in MTSS

• Needed supports and services are fluid.
• Students need different levels of support at different times throughout development. 

• Tiers are layered.
• Students who receive higher levels of support continue to benefit from universal mental health 

promotion supports.
• Invest in mental health promotion!

• Effective mental health promotion (Tier 1) supports can reduce the degree of need for higher-level 
supports in a school or district.

• Provide more intensive and targeted services and supports at the individual, group, or 
family level to address mental health concerns.

• Students at risk for more serious mental health concerns  (Tier 2) are able to participate in programs 
and supports that address their risk factors and promote positive social-emotional-behavioral 
learning.

• Students already experiencing mental health concerns (Tier 3) have individualized services and 
supports that can improve mental health and overall well-being.

National School Mental Health Curriculum 
13



Why Mental Health in Schools?
• Greater access to all youth 

Mental health promotion
Social Emotional Learning

• Less time lost from school and work

• Greater generalizability of 
interventions to child’s context

• Less threatening environment 
Students are in their own social 
context

• Clinical efficiency and productivity

• Outreach to youth with 
internalizing problems

• Cost effective

• Greater potential to impact the 
learning environment and 
EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES

Hoover, Lever et. al, 2019



School Mental Health and Academic Outcomes

SMH services and supports have 
been demonstrated to improve: 

• academic achievement
• discipline referrals
• graduation rates
• attendance
• teacher retention
• school climate

Kase, Hoover, Boyd, Dubenitz, Travedi, Peterson, & Stein, 2017  



School Mental Health Matters



Two Visions towards School Safety
March 2018  Congressional Briefing:
School Violence, Safety, and Well-Being:
A Comprehensive Approach
http://www.npscoalition.org/school-violence

http://www.npscoalition.org/school-violence


Welcoming, 
caring, 

supportive 
schools

Social Emotional 
Learning

School Climate
Mental health supports

Restrictive, 
fortressed 

schools

Tools and Ideas from:
- Law Enforcement 

- Prison Architecture and 
Security Measures
- Military Strategies

March 2018  Congressional Briefing 
Dr. Ron Avi Astor, 
University of Southern California
School Violence, Safety, and Well-Being:
A Comprehensive Approach
http://www.npscoalition.org/school-violence

Two Visions towards School Safety

http://www.npscoalition.org/school-violence




What does the science say?

“We found that evidence about their 
effectiveness is either extremely rare or, as 
was the case for most of the 12 categories, 
nonexistent.

Experts we spoke with raised concerns 
about this lack of evidence, about the costs 
of various technologies, and about the 
unintended negative consequences of 
some.”

Schwartz et al., Rand Corporation, 2016





Is talking about what’s wrong necessarily right?

-Alan SchlechterThe Science of Happiness  |  Daniel Lerner, 
MAPP , Dr. Alan Schlechter  



School Mental Health is for School Staff Too



Common Sources of Teacher Stress
– High Stakes Testing
– Large class size
– Behavioral challenges in students
– Inadequate resources & poor physical space
– Bureaucracy
– Workload & Paperwork
– High responsibility for others
• Perceived inadequate recognition or advancement
• Gap between pre-service training expectations and actual work 

experiences
• Compassion Fatigue/Secondary Traumatic Stress

Fisher, 2011, Kokkinos 2007, Travers and Cooper , 1996 , Dworkin 2001 



Working in Schools can be Challenging

• 80% of teachers reported feeling physically and 
emotionally exhausted at the end of the day”

• Surveys of 30,000 teachers revealed that 89% strongly 
agreed with the statement that they were 
enthusiastic about their profession when they started, 
only 15% feel that way now

American Federation of Teachers (2015) with the group Badass Teachers



Caring Adult in a Youth’s Life
• Increases the likelihood they will flourish and become 

productive adults 
• Less likely to have internalizing problems and externalizing 

behavior problems 
• More likely to complete what they start
• Participate in out-of-school activities
• Be engaged in school

(Scales and Leffert, 1999, Murphey, Bundy, Schmitz, & Moore, 2013)



Challenging comprehensive school-based health centers 
and school mental health systems to adopt, report, and 

improve standardized performance measures



Overview of School Mental Health Quality Domains and 
Indicators 

Quality Domains
• Teaming
• Needs Assessment and Resource 

Mapping
• Mental Health Promotion for All (Tier 1)
• Early Intervention and Treatment 

Services and Supports (Tiers 2/3)
• Screening
• Impact
• Funding and Sustainability

Resources



Sign up as an Individual, School, District, or State



Map school mental 
health services and 
supports.

Use district and state 
dashboards to 
collaborate with 
schools and districts in 
your region.

Utilize additional 
SHAPE features 
including the 
Screening and 
Assessment Library 
and the Trauma 
Responsive Schools 
Implementation 
Assessment.Receive custom 

reports and strategic 
planning guidance 
and resources.

Assess system quality 
using national 
performance standards.



Overview Page



School Mental Health Profile



Reports



Quality Assessment



Domain Reports
Strategic 
Planning



Monitor Progress



Star Recognition 



Quality Assessment Summary Report



Summary Report and Strategic Planning Guide 



Resource Library



Quality Guides

Provides guidance to 
advance school mental 
health quality and 
sustainability

Includes:
• Background
• Best practices
• Action steps
• Examples from 

the field
• Resources



Screening and Assessment Library 



Trauma Responsiveness



Questions?



SMH Strengths and 
Challenges

Strengths: 
• Interagency collaboration
• Annual SMH Conference
• School Mental Health Coalition in Omaha
• Biannual Health and Education Summit
• Policies for school safety, and violence, suicide and bullying prevention
• Mid-America MHTTC Regional Center, University of Nebraska Medical Center
• Exemplars- grassroots efforts at the school and district level
Challenges:
• Needing a systematic process for advancing school mental health quality and 

sustainability
• Not having a dedicated state school mental health director/coordinator
• Inconsistency of available resources across the state, particularly for rural communities 



Key Innovations In School Mental Health

Telemedicine/
Telemental Health

Training & 
Resources

Trauma and Adverse
Childhood Experiences

Substance Use 
in Schools

• Project Aware

• Crisis Response Children’s Hospital
• Healthy Schools/Promising Futures
• School-Based Therapy by 

Community Providers

• Behavioral Health Resource Guide 
for Schools

• School Community Intervention 
and Prevention Teams (SCIP)

• Mental Health Demonstration 
Grant (US Dept of Education)

• Project Harmony

• SAMHSA Grant

School Safety &
Climate

Evaluating
Impact

• Evaluating State Behavioral Health 
Services



Areas for Improvement

Increase Workforce/
Address Staffing

Shortages

Improve Access to Behavioral
Health Professionals

Increase Professional 
Development Training

Continue to Expand Funding



The National Center for School Mental Health and Nebraska 

MHTTC Regional 
School Mental Health 
Collaborative

Annual 
Nebraska 
School Mental 
Health 
Conference

Nebraska Child Health and 
Education Summit 

Training of Trainers: 
National School Mental 
Health Curriculum 

Nebraska School Mental 
Health Landscape 

US Department of 
Education Mental 
Health 
Demonstration 
Grant Program

School 
Mental 
Health 
Consultatio
n

Annual 
Conference on 
Advancing School 
Mental Health

Online School Mental Health 
Training Curriculum Course

Mental 
Health 
Literacy 
Training for 
Educators



Mental Health Technology Transfer Center 
(MHTTC) Network

National School Mental Health Curriculum 

Visit the MHTTC website at https://mhttcnetwork.org/

• Established in 2018 with funding from 
the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA)

• 10 Regional Centers
• National Hispanic & Latino Center
• National American Indian and Alaska 

Native Center
• Network Coordinating Office



Curriculum Development

The National School Mental Health Curriculum was co-developed by the 
Mental Health Technology Transfer Center (MHTTC) Network and the 
National Center for School Mental Health (NCSMH).

https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/global-mhttc/national-smh-curriculum





Mod 1 • Foundations of Comprehensive School Mental Health     

Mod 2 • Teaming

Mod 3 • Needs Assessment & Resource Mapping

Mod 4 • Screening

Mod 5 • Mental Health Promotion for All (Tier 1)

Mod 6 • Early Intervention and Treatment (Tiers 2/3)

Mod 7 • Funding and Sustainability

Mod 8 • Impact

Curriculum Overview



School Mental Health Training Package for Educators

The MHTTC Network is collaborating 
with the NCSMH to develop a new 
training package for educators with a 
focus on mental health literacy that will 
be disseminated to school districts 
across the country. 

• 2-3 hour free online course
• Brief, high-impact video examples
• Mobile friendly website with 

resources



Overarching

Mental Health 
Promotion and 

Awareness

Responding to 
Mental Health 

Concerns

• Educator well-being
• Youth strategies/partnerships (e.g., peer to 

peer)
• Family strategies/partnerships
• Community strategies/partnerships
• Cultural responsiveness and equity
• Multi-tiered systems of support
• Trauma-informed practices

• Understanding mental health and 
mental illness

• Addressing stigma/normalizing 
mental health

• Classroom strategies to promote 
mental health for all

• Identifying student mental health 
concerns (signs and symptoms)

• Classroom strategies to support 
students with mental health concerns

• Link students with mental health 
concerns to support



Mid-America 
MHTTC Region
• Iowa
• Kansas
• Missouri
• Nebraska



Mid-America MHTTC Team

Bill Baerentzen: 
Project Coordinator

Marley Doyle: 
Medical Director

Brandy Clarke:
Project Director

Laura Holly:
Project Associate

Shinobu Watanabe-
Galloway:

Program Evaluator

Lauren Robinson: 
Communications

Shelbie Johnson: 
Project Manager



School Mental Health Program

Sharon Hoover: 
NCSMH Co-Director

With Support from the
National Center for School Mental Health 

(NCSMH)

Brandy Clarke:
Project Director

Nancy Lever:
NCSMH Co-Director

Kris Scardamalia
NCSMH Faculty

Britt Liebsack:
Faculty Trainer

Erika Franta:
SMH Program Coordinator

Mindy Chadwell:
Faculty Trainer

Brenda Bassingthwaite:
Faculty Trainer

Elizabeth Connors
NCSMH Faculty



Regional School Mental Health 
Learning Community Overview

• Focus: Improve state and district capacity to implement effective 
multi-tiered systems of school mental health support.  

• Goals: Support region’s districts and states to implement best 
practices and policies that support comprehensive school mental 
health

• Co-facilitated by the Region 7 MHTTC and the NCSMH
• 6-month participation (January – June 2020)
• In-person and virtual learning sessions, technical assistance and coaching, and the 

development of tailored strategic improvement plans 



Nebraska School Mental Health Learning Sites

• Archdiocese of Omaha Catholic Schools

• Chadron Public Schools 

• Crete Public Schools 

• Millard Public Schools 



Looking to the future

• School safety
• Mental health 

screening 
• Youth and family 

partnership 
• Educator well-being
• Integrated health and 

mental health care
• Telemental health in 

schools 
• Trauma-informed 

schools 
• Cultural responsiveness 

and equity
• of health

Future Directions



Take Away Messages
• Nebraska is well positioned as a leader in comprehensive school mental health

• Wellness of school staff matters too
• Don’t just focus on student mental health

• Mental health and education are integrated.  
• Need to address the needs of the whole child

• Build school mental health into school, district, and state policy and funding 
considerations.

• Multiple and diverse funding sources are needed

• Strategically use school and community providers to support a full continuum of 
school mental health not just the top tier

• Addressing social-emotional learning and building positive school climate impacts 
school safety and student success

• Use best practices and strategies to advance high quality, school mental health
• Start small and learn from exemplars in the state



Questions/Comments?

National Center for School Mental Health
http://www.schoolmentalhealth.org
Email: ncsmh@som.umaryland.edu
Phone: (410) 706-0980

Nancy Lever, Ph.D.
nlever@som.umaryland.edu

http://www.schoolmentalhealth.org/
mailto:ncsmh@som.umaryland.edu
mailto:nlever@som.umaryland.edu
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