The ABC’s of Children’s Mental Health
(Adapted from P. Whelley, G. Cash, D. Bryson, The National Association of School Psychologists)
Children come to school every day with much more than their lunch and backpack. They bring a vast number of life factors that shape their learning and development. These influences range from family issues, health, and culture to behavior, learning style, and abilities. Virtually all are related to mental health.

We have come to realize that good mental health is not simply the absence of illness but also the possession of skills necessary to cope with life’s challenges. Mental health plays an important role in school context because it is so central to students’ social, emotional, and academic success.  Failure to address children’s mental health needs is linked to poor academic performance, behavior problems, school violence, dropping out, substance abuse, special education referral, suicide, ad criminal activity.  These issues may seem removed from the world of elementary school and more in the realm of secondary education, but mental health concerns can develop as early as infancy and, like other aspects of child development, the earlier we address them the better.

The family is the first source of support for a child’s mental health; however schools also play a crucial role.  Children spend a significant amount of time at school and trained caring educators have the opportunity to observe and address student’s needs.  This requires both reinforcing a student’s natural mental health strengths, but also responding to students suffering from more serious mental health disorders which we see on the rise today.
Building Protective Factors


Schools can build in protective factors that help establish a student’s long term capacity for positive behavior, social competency, academic achievement, and emotional well-being. They do so by establishing school environments where each student has the potential to develop a sense of belonging, feelings of accomplishment, the ability to adapt to change, and resiliency to deal with failures or difficulties. School-based mental health professionals, such as your psychology staff, help develop and implement appropriate strategies for many of these essential supports. They are trained to help provide programs or curriculum materials targeting specific issues or development of specific skills, e.g. bullying prevention, conflict resolution, social skills, learning disabilities, depression, ADHD, grief, trauma, etc.  Through the use of appropriate materials and interventions, schools help create an environment that fosters mentally healthy traits. 
Addressing Mental Health Problems


Building protective factors into the learning environment gives most children the foundation they need to achieve and maintain good mental health.  However schools also need to recognize and respond to children’s more serious mental health needs.  Because not all symptoms indicate a debilitating mental health issue, only a trained professional can diagnose a more serious disorder.  Teachers should contact the school psychology staff if a child does not respond to basic interventions and if the behavior continues for an extended period of time or interferes with the child’s ability to function academically or socially. With the participation of parents, your psychology staff can assess the problem and advise whether further assessment or interventions are needed.
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