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Schools Should Have the Ability to
Play a Larger Role in Mental Heaith
Care for Children

RECOMMENDATION
4.2 Improve and expand school mental health
programs.

Growing evidence shows that school mental
health programs improve educational outcomes
by decreasing absences, decreasing discipline
referrals, and improving test scores. The key to
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improving academic achievement is to identify
mental health problems early and, when need-
ed, provide appropriate services or links to serv-
ices. The extent, severity, and far-reaching con-
sequences make it imperative that our Nation
adopt a comprehensive, systematic approach
to improving the mental health status of chil-
dren. Clearly, school mental health programs
must provide any screening or treatment servic-
es with full attention to the confidentiality and
privacy of children and families. The Columbia
University TeenScreen® program provides a

FIGURE 4.2. MODEL PROGRAM: Screening Program for Youth
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model for early intervention. (See Figure 4.2.)

The Commission recommends that Federal,
State, and local child-serving agencies fully
recognize and address the mental health
needs of youth in the education system. They
can work collaboratively with families to
develop, evaluate, and disseminate effective
approaches for providing mental health serv-
ices and supports to youth in schools along a
critical continuum of care. This continuum
includes education and training, prevention,
early identification, early intervention, and
treatment.

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 is
designed to help all children, including those
with serious emotional disturbances reach
their optimal potential and achievement. To
fulfill the promise of this Act, schools must
work to remove the emotional, behavioral,
and academic barriers that interfere with stu-
dent success in school. Consequently, it is
critical to strengthen mental health programs
in schools, This effort may involve:

* Working with parents, local providers, and
local agencies to support screening, assess-
ment, and early intervention;

* Ensuring that mental health services are
part of school health centers;

« Ensuring that these services are Federally
funded as health, mental health, and educa-
tion programs;

* Building on a recommendation from the
President's Commission on Excellence in
Special Education to implement empirically
supported prevention and early intervention
approaches at the school district, focal
school, classroom, and individual student lev-
els; and

* Creating a State-level structure for school-
based mental health services to provide con-
sistent State-level leadership and collabora-
tion between education, general health, and
mental health systems.

Since the IDEA requires that a variety of
professionals collaborate in the school and in
the community, the Commission urges that
coordinating services be regarded as a
“related service” in the child’s Individual
Education Plan (IEP). in developing the IEP,
there should be a stronger family focus and
youth involvement and support. The training
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and research funds designated in this Act
should be considered for use to train teach-
ers, related services professionals, and par-
ents to recognize signs of emotional and
behavioral problems in children, make appro-
priate referrals for assessment and services
and classroom accommodations, and imple-
ment and evaluate evidence-based school
mental health interventions.

On a related topic, the Commission recog-
nizes the particular challenges for youth in
transition from adolescence to adulthood.
IDEA has transition requirements beginning
at age 14, but to date, these requirements
have not resulted in acceptable post-school
outcomes.

Studies show that approximately 42% of
students with serious emotional disturbances
graduate from high school as opposed to
57% of students with other disabilities.
Schools and local mental health agencies
could improve their collaboration and use of
evidence-based practices to develop transi-
tion-to-work services so that children with
serious emotional disorders can move suc-
cessfully from school to employment or to
post-secondary education.

RECOMMENDATION

4.3 Screen for co-occurring mental and sub-
stance use disorders and link with integrated
treatment strategies.

Treatment for Co-occurring
Disorders Must Be Integrated

Integrated treatment is a means of coordinat-
ing both substance abuse and mental health
interventions to treat the whole person more
effectively. From studies and first-hand expe-




