Mental Health Supports in Schools
How Can Schools Support the Mental Health of All Kids?
What You Need to Know:

• One in five children in DC have a mental health disorder, and almost
half of our students have had at least one traumatic experience.
• Trauma-informed training, social emotional learning programs, and
access to mental health professionals are proven solutions to support
students with mental health issues.
• Program resources and additional mental health staff come with a
large cost but have a proven return on investment.

Why Are Mental Health Supports Important?
When students come to school, they bring their whole selves into the classroom. If students’
basic needs are not met or they are dealing with trauma or mental health issues, their ability
to learn is limited. Right now, approximately one in five children in DC meet the criteria for
having a mental health disorder. The stresses of living in an urban environment or living in
poverty take an additional toll on children and their brain development. Alarmingly, almost
half of all DC students have had at least one traumatic experience, and 22 percent have
experienced more than one. Students of color, who make up the majority of youth in the
District, are even more likely to experience trauma – especially in light of the pandemic.
v

These issues can be addressed with appropriate support and resources, and all of our students
can learn and grow in with a nurturing and positive school environment. Every student
deserves access to trauma-informed school staff, mental health professionals, and a school
culture that teaches and allows students to be their best selves.

What Mental Health Supports are Needed at School?
Social emotional learning (SEL): process to acquire
and apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to
develop healthy identities, manage emotions and
achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show
empathy for others, establish and maintain
supportive relationships, and make responsible and
caring decisions.
Trauma-informed training: helps ensure school staff
are prepared to recognize and respond to students
who are impacted by traumatic stress. The goal is to
shift mindsets of adults in schools so that they more
deeply understand how trauma can impact brain
development and behavior and then provide
strategies and structures to help support students.
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Professionals: for students with more intensive needs, trained and licensed
clinicians are needed to provide supports beyond what educators can provide, like
cognitive behavioral therapy, grief counseling, and more.

How Can Schools Support Mental Health?
One of the easiest ways to improve access to mental health care for children is to provide
services where they spend most of their time: school. When SEL, trauma-informed training,
and supports from mental health professionals are implemented with fidelity and across the
whole school, these supports can lead to increased academic outcomes, improved school
culture, and reduction in school dropouts. This holistic approach is critical to helping support
our students and should in every public school in the District.
In DC, our school-based mental health program partners with community-based organizations
(CBOs) to hire CBO clinicians full-time at individual schools, offering behavioral health services
to children in all DC traditional and charter public schools that participate. The goal is for all
DCPS and public charter schools to be able to provide integrated behavioral and mental health
supports for their students.

What is Needed to Improve Mental Health Supports in DC?
DC children and families who are most vulnerable to economic insecurity and trauma, who
are disproportionately Black, brown, and low-income, rely on school-based and communitybased behavioral health services. CBOs accept Medicaid and are the only behavioral health
services that are accessible to low-income DC residents and undocumented immigrants.
Unfortunately, funding for CBOs was cut by $4 million in FY21, about $2 million of which
would have been matched and multiplied by three by the federal government, so we lost out
on $5 million.
As we navigate the devastating consequences of the pandemic, we need deeper investments
in behavioral health, not less. We must deepen the investments in SEL, trauma-informed
training, the school-based mental health program, and CBOs.
Importantly, schools and CBOs must work together and integrate their care to address the
root causes at all ages and stages of life. To do this, we need:

How Can Parents Get Involved?
•
•
•

Testify at a public hearing to call for increased mental health supports in all schools
Contact the mayor and your councilmember to let them know this issue is a priority
Contact PAVE’s community organizing team at organizers@dcpave.org for more information

Learn More:
v Read PAVE Parent Leaders’ Statement on Beliefs on #DCSchoolsRecovery
v For more information on restorative justice in schools, see Restorative DC’s
Implementation Guide: https://bit.ly/30iN7ph

