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FOREWORD

For decades, I have fought for students to receive mental health services in 
schools. And few people listened outside of my counseling colleagues. Now, 
with the increase in mass school shootings and lingering student mental 
health issues from the pandemic, educators are concerned and asking for 
help. The U.S. Surgeon General, Vivek Murthy, has even called youth men-
tal health a “crisis.” In his advisory, he described the challenges young peo-
ple face today as “uniquely hard to navigate” and called the mental health 
effects of these challenges “devastating.” For minoritized youth, mental 
health issues are increasing at an alarming rate. Suicide death rates among 
Black youth are on the rise and growing more quickly than for any other 
racial/ethnic group (Johns Hopkins Center for Gun Violence, 2023). 

Forging Interdisciplinary Collaborations: Comprehensive Mental Health Program-
ming Across P-16 Education Systems highlights the often-forgotten fact that 
schools are ideal spaces for students and families to receive mental health 
support. School counselors, psychologists, and social workers are typically 
the student support staff trained to provide mental health support in edu-
cational settings. Yet, there is a need for more collaborative approaches 
that bring together teachers, mental health professionals, administrators, 
and community members. Also, helping professionals spend the majority 
of their time providing other services (e.g., advising, lunch duty). Some dis-
tricts even opt to replace school counselors with School Resource Officers 
(i.e., police officers)! Criminalizing students rather than supporting their 
mental health is indefensible.

Levy and Steen have compiled a rich collection of chapters that act as a 
“playbook” for providing mental wellness activities in schools. Each chap-
ter explicitly explains what it takes to improve students’ mental well-being 
and how to structure a school-wide mental wellness approach. Although it’s 
tempting to discuss the numerous theories of counseling and therapy, the 
authors offer tips for educators on building foundational relationships, a 
requisite skill for ensuring students’ wellness in schools.
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The chapters in this book illustrate how mental health support can be inte-
grated into a school’s daily activities. The authors also write eloquently about 
how mental health support is often embedded in school culture or the culture 
of how we “interact with” students and their families. Mental health support 
is not always ancillary to schools’ day-to-day practices. It’s how we engage with 
and value students’ emotions, feelings, experiences, etc. that counts!

I would be remiss if I didn’t mention the need for culturally responsive 
educators. If educators execute the suggestions in this book without doing 
the hard work of understanding their own biases, racist beliefs, and racial 
socialization, they will fail. Again, the relationships between students and 
helping professionals is foundational. To think that one can help students 
gain mental wellness, without doing their own deep self-work is nonsense! For 
instance, in Black communities, the reluctance to seek mental health care can 
often be attributed to a general distrust of medical professionals. This distrust 
is not without merit: historically, Black Americans have been misdiagnosed 
at higher rates than their white peers, and Black communities have been 
exploited by the medical community (e.g., Tuskegee Experiment). Trusting, 
caring, authentic, and culturally responsive helping professionals are the keys 
to helping students overcome mental illness. And understanding the history 
of minoritized populations and the stigma associated with mental health in 
those communities is paramount to effective mental health treatment. Levy 
and Steen understand this critical dynamic and have included chapters spe-
cifically on dismantling stigma and systems of oppression.

Educators NEED this book now more than ever. I agree with the U.S. Sur-
geon General—we are in a mental health crisis. And schools are the epicenter 
of the support that’s needed.

Cheryl Holcomb-McCoy, PhD 
Distinguished Professor and Dean 

American University
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PREFACE

Adrianne Robertson 
Temple University

“Just in case some of yall need to hear this: SCHOOL COUNSELORS ARE 
MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS!!! To be honest I focus on mental 
health first then academics because who in the heck cares about college 
when my student is suicidal.” #sorrynotsorry #scchat #MentalHealthMat-
ters— @Ms_Robertson84 April 28, 2021 Twitter.

“School counselors (SCs) are mental health professionals” is a statement 
I have tweeted at least ten times, but I say it often to my colleagues, friends, 
family, students, and anyone who will listen. I cannot take credit for coining 
the phrase, but repeating it is vital to change the narrative of the school 
counseling profession. I always knew that I would focus on mental and emo-
tional health when I became an SC. It was related to my work at a behavioral 
health hospital during grad school. I saw firsthand how mental health issues 
directly affected kids’ lives and ability to focus on academic achievement. 
Therefore, I realized that if kids suffered from problems like trauma, stress, 
loss, or depression, they were not in the headspace to focus on subjects 
like reading or math. Adults struggle to do work when their mental health 
is suffering, so how can we expect our youth to focus on school when they 
worry about how they are going to eat or how many hours they need to work 
to pay for college? I considered these outside factors as a school counselor, 
but not everyone in my school district saw this as a priority. It was frustrating 
and one of the reasons I chose to pursue my doctorate. I believe SCs are 
one of the few people in PreK-12 who see students holistically, which is why 
they need to be at the forefront of prioritizing mental health in schools. 

The journey has been challenging, but fortunately, more schools recog-
nize they must promote the emotional health of students. As evidenced by 
the last five years. Our youth and young adults have experienced a pandemic 
and witnessed police violence toward Black people, specifically the death 
of George Floyd. They have seen the attacks on DEI and the transgender 
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population that contributed to book bans. They watch the political battle of 
gun control while also seeing mass shootings and wondering if their school 
or university will be next. Girls must think about the overturn of Roe vs. 
Wade and the policing of their bodies. Black and Brown youth experience 
racism and discrimination. College students who protested the genocide in 
Gaza were attacked by law enforcement. The list could go on, but I think 
you can see some of the events that contribute to why our youth are in a 
mental health crisis. Issues such as anxiety and depression have increased 
alarmingly, but these issues are not new in PreK-16 education. They have 
been brought to the forefront, and mental health can no longer be ignored. 
Still, so many students have struggled with mental health issues for decades, 
specifically those with marginalized identities who have experienced his-
torically oppressive systems in education.

While SCs have the training and skills to lead the movement to priori-
tize mental health in schools, they cannot do it alone. As they say, it takes 
a village; everyone from educators to families to communities must con-
tribute. Even more, SCs must connect and collaborate with school-based 
mental health counselors (SBMHCs). Historically, there has been tension 
between SBMHCs and SCs, but the work of both these professionals is vital 
to eradicate the stigma of mental health in PreK-16 schools. They have simi-
lar training, but their roles within a school are different. SBMHCs provide 
traditional therapy to individual students and are not typically employed by 
school districts. SCs are essentially responsible for all students, and although 
they can provide short-term counseling, they also facilitate whole-school 
and small-group interventions that address mental health. To reiterate, SCs 
are mental health professionals who have the training and skills to address 
mental health in their schools, but that is not their only role. SBMHCs serve 
fewer students and focus on those students to provide therapy. Therefore, 
these two roles can and must coexist to address student needs.

A resource like Eradicating the Stigma: Prioritizing Mental Health in 
PreK-16 Education will not only help SCs but also support the entire vil-
lage. As someone who is vocal about SCs being recognized as mental health 
professionals and teaching school counselors in training to see themselves 
as such, I was excited to hear about this book. School counseling students 
and new professionals often may have ideas but need help knowing where 
to start. The information and tools within this book are designed to help all 
educators and educators in training. Using interdisciplinary collaboration, 
the authors and editors are creating a way to push mental health support 
forward that will increase access to resources, build healthy family and com-
munity partnerships, and influence policy. What is critical is how this book 
will help those currently working in schools, and it can be incorporated 
into counseling, teaching, and principal training programs to equip future 
educators with the tools and confidence to go into their buildings and advo-
cate for students’ mental health.
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This book explores an array of symptoms of poor mental health in PreK-
16 schools and highlights ways school districts, colleges, and universities 
can each take up efforts to promote the social and emotional health of 
their student body and staff. As authors of this text, we both identify as 
school counselor educators and former school counselors. Thus, with the 
aim of describing the varied ways educators and mental health workers 
can support youth’s mental health across educational ecosystems, we draw 
from school counseling frameworks that we believe are useful for all our 
youth-facing adults. At the time of writing this book, conversations about 
the importance of youth’s mental health, particularly in the wake of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, are proliferating.
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While we are glad that mental health has become part of the popular 
discourse, there has long been a need to integrate robust mental health ser-
vices in schools. Findings from the Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System 
surveys by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2021) 
indicated that youths overall mental health has trended in the negative 
direction from 2011 to 2021. In 2021, 29% of high school youth indicated 
experiencing poor mental health over the 30 days prior to taking the survey, 
and 42% of youth suggested that their daily activities had been interrupted 
by feelings of sadness and hopelessness. Hispanic (46%) and multiracial 
(49%) students indicated even higher persistence of sadness and hopeless-
ness. In 2021, 22% of high school students seriously considered attempt-
ing suicide during the past year. The CDC found that one out of every six 
children in the United States aged (2–8 years old) were diagnosed with a 
mental, behavioral, or developmental disorder. Using a national dataset, 
Whitney and Peterson (2019) found that half of all diagnoses occur for 
individuals before individuals turn 14 years old, and that approximately 1 of 
6 US youth (ages 6–17) develop a mental health disorder each year. Given 
this reality it is essential to provide school-based mental resources that are 
focused on early identification, as well as developmental and preventative 
mental health services, to reduce barriers for students and families, particu-
larly for racially, ethnically, culturally, and linguistically diverse communi-
ties (Bryan et al., 2020; Duong et al., 2021).

As authors, and former school counselors, we remain deeply concerned 
that the public’s understanding of mental health resources is too narrowly 
defined at responding to emerging concerns (i.e., therapy after a traumatic 
event) at the expense of considering how schools can also develop youth’s 
internal capacities to navigate inevitable life stressors. In this book we posit 
that the chief responsibility of the K-12 schools is to ensure that students are 
mentally well and developmentally bound, which, according to the World 
Health Organization (2021), means that they can typically manage every-
day stressors, harness their personal strengths and capabilities, and engage 
in a range of productive activities. For this reason, it is not only necessary 
for schools to allocate resources for the provision of long-term therapy, but 
to also consider how mental health programming is available through each 
educational resource youth engage with.

Therefore, as a guide for this book, the authors borrow from the Educa-
tor-Counselor framework (Levy & Lemberger-Truelove, 2021) which opera-
tionalizes school counselors as nondual, nonhierarchical, counselors and 
educators who engage in varied educational tasks (instruction, individual 
and group counseling, appraisal and advisement, collaboration and con-
sultation, referrals, and leadership and advocacy) to preventatively support 
youth’s development toward wellbeing and social justice outcomes. Con-
sidering this framework, we argue that amidst the laudable public demand 
for mental health supports in schools, most contemporary approaches take 
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on a reactive and diagnostic approach which both centers mental health 
concerns within individuals, forgoing the impact of systems on the emer-
gence of mental health systems, and overlooks the ways that mental health 
professionals work to prevent the development of a mental health concern 
entirely (Myers, 1992). This is not to suggest that reactive and diagnosis-
focused mental health services in schools are inadequate or unnecessary, it’s 
quite the opposite. They are necessary, after a deluge of preventive services 
are deemed ineffective in supporting young people. While we understand 
that the audience for this book are not only school counseling profession-
als, we see the school counselor as the professional who is connected to 
all parts of this school building. In this way, we suggest that understanding 
the Educator-Counselor framework is essential in that it activates a range 
of educators, from teachers to school counselors, school social workers, 
psychologists, and licensed mental health counselors who are well versed 
in collaboratively implementing a range of mental health services, across 
educational ecosystems, to support youth from prevention to intervention.

INTRODUCTION TO THE CHAPTERS

In order to comprehensively focus on mental health in P-16 schooling, the 
chapters in this text are organized to showcase how interdisciplinary profes-
sionals in education can collaborate on supporting youth’s wellness via pre-
ventative and responsive approaches. Each chapter will include practical 
recommendations for mental health practitioners, teachers, higher educa-
tion faculty, parents, and/or students. Collectively, the chapters represent 
each part of the schooling system, from the district, school, community, and 
familial levels, with developmental implications across P-16. The 13 chap-
ters in this text span 3 distinct parts: Part 1) Mental Health Policy and Direct 
Services, Part 2) Fostering Collaborative Educational Environments, and Part 3) 
Evaluating Mental Health Programming—which are described in detail below.

Part 1: Mental Health Policy and Direct Services

The opening section of this book reviews four chapters which help 
describe how mental health policies at the district and school level impact 
the direct provision of mental health services. We begin chapter one at 
the school district policy level, where Mahatmya and colleagues examine 
national and state-level educational policy and practice around school men-
tal health, to offer recommendations that advance our practices, research, 
and policies to promote systemic wellbeing. Chapter 2 further explores dis-
trict level policy through describing a grant-funded project that aimed to 
showcase how a university and school-district partnership could increase 
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access to inclusive and culturally responsive mental health programming 
across a range of elementary, middle and high schools. In this chapter, Vil-
larreal et al. offer implications for K-12 schools in the delivery of mental 
health services across a district, but also for systems of higher education who 
are dedicated to training future generations of mental health professionals. 

Considering the provision of mental health services within K-12 schools, 
Chapters 3 and 4 specify the delivery of direct counseling services at the 
individual and group levels. In Chapter 3, Lawson and Burks define and 
codify various school-based mental health professionals and the direct 
counseling interventions they are each trained to deliver. Following these 
descriptions are a set of practical recommendations for mental health pro-
viders in schools, as well as for teachers, parents, and students who engage 
with direct services. Chapter 4 describes how mental health professionals 
in school can utilize group counseling approaches to respond to mental 
health crises, battle stigma, and contribute to a sense of empowerment 
and resilience within young people. In this chapter, Muratori et al. present 
group counseling, not as a singular solution, but as part of the puzzle in 
promoting mental wellness and addressing traumas like COVID-19. They 
also offer recommendations of delivering culturally responsive group work 
that actively engages with the diverse ways that students identify (racially, 
ethnically, and culturally) to combat systemic barriers and best support 
their mental health and academic success.

Part 2: Fostering Collaborative Educational 
Environments

To comprehensively support students’ wellbeing, it is essential that 
teachers, educational leaders, parents, and community members are also 
involved in the provision of preventative and developmental services. 
Therefore, part 2 of this text includes seven chapters that describe how a 
range of educators, across P-16, work to address student’s wellness through 
fostering collaborative educational environments. For example, in Chapter 
5, Adjapong and Emdin elucidate how teachers can create physical class-
room environments that benefit students’ mental health and wellbeing. 
In particular they describe the concept of the collider classroom, an ini-
tiative that invites schools to reimagine the physical structure and design 
of the classroom in ways that reflect the educational and socio-emotional 
development of youth. They specifically frame classrooms as an essential 
and untapped first line of defense for mental health support in schools. 
Then, in Chapter 6, Hannon and Hannon reimagine parent engagement 
as a culturally relevant, sustaining, and affirming mental health resource 
for young people, and school climates more broadly. In their chapter, they 
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highlight how parents/caregivers, educators, researchers, and clinicians 
can focus on school students’ strengths and assets to protect youth from 
social, emotional and academic risk factors. Chapter 7, Griffin begins with 
an autobiographical approach then expands to evidence based research 
and scholarship that highlights supporting Black families within rural 
schools and offers a critical view on how to expand this to all children and 
families regardless of racial and cultural backgrounds.

Chapters 8 through 11 make clear how mental health services can per-
vade P-16 school systems, via interdisciplinary collaborations at the school 
community level, through leadership and advocacy efforts within schools, 
by cultivating a healing-centered school culture, and by actively addressing 
systemic oppression. In Chapter 8, Holkenbrink-Monk and Kim present an 
innovative and multidisciplinary framework that focuses on community-
engaged methodologies to address the systemic and multicultural compo-
nents of mental health program development in schools. They make the 
claim that, in order to engage parents and the surrounding community 
in mental health efforts across P-16, it is fundamental to believe that the 
community itself holds knowledge and expertise about what should be con-
sidered “best practice.” In their chapter they intentionally center the voices 
and experiences of school communities to offer a framework to challenge 
institutional practices that often decenter the assets that exist within youth, 
their families, and the larger community. The development of a framework 
that corrals community in implementing interdisciplinary approaches for 
addressing youth’s mental health is representative of the type of leadership 
and advocacy efforts that are desirable from mental health professionals in 
K-12 schools. Chapter 9, Byrd and colleagues further explicate the impor-
tance of leadership and advocacy, where they describe how mental health 
professionals collaborate with key educational stakeholders in K-12 schools 
to promote youth’s social and emotional wellbeing. Their chapter reviews 
strategies for advocating for mental health awareness, implementing cul-
turally responsive strategies, and cultivating a positive school climate, all 
toward supporting the wellbeing of students.

In the 10th chapter of this text, Smith and Dorn review the impact 
of school and classroom culture on students’ mental health and provide 
strategies that support a positive school culture through Tier 1, universal 
concepts. Specifically, they call on healing-centered engagement tech-
niques that support student wellbeing, and on a forgiveness education that 
supports students’ empathy and self-worth, both toward instilling positive 
relationships through open communication across school systems. Con-
sidering school, or institutional culture, at the higher education level, 
Jones and Parsip call attention to the ways that racial microaggressions 
take form on college campuses, impacting the mental health of students 
of color, as well as their ability to thrive. Their review of concepts like 
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racial microaggressions and racial battle fatigue culminates in the presen-
tation of a model for fostering higher education environments that pro-
mote psychological thriving. This chapter concludes with two powerful 
narratives that illustrate how the authors have both survived and thrived 
within higher education, offering recommendations for college and uni-
versity systems to create contexts that are appropriate for student and 
faculty wellbeing.

Part 3: Evaluating Mental Health Programming

The final two chapters (apart from our concluding chapter) of this text 
make up part three of the book, where the authors highlight the impor-
tance of research and evaluation in both understanding and responding 
to student’s mental health needs, and assessing the effectiveness of mental 
health programming on youth wellbeing outcomes. In Chapter 12, Bea-
sley details a culturally sustaining approach for school and clinical men-
tal health counseling program evaluation to aid practitioners in analyzing 
the impact of their programming, and advocating for the youth they serve. 
This chapter comprehensively details five practices of program evaluation 
through a culturally sustaining lens, to offer readers tools to apply evalua-
tion strategies in their practice. On a more granular level, Fletcher and col-
leagues offer a research study analyzing the challenges that the COVID-19 
pandemic presented to Black high school youth, to both understand the 
social-emotional issues they faced, as well as the quality of virtual learning 
supports. Essentially, Chapter 13 provides a practical application of research 
and evaluation to make sense of the impact of a pandemic on youth’s well-
being, and to then develop strategies for health practitioners recommen-
dations to respond to identified challenges through practice, policy, and 
research. We provide a concluding Chapter 14 to revisit an opportunity to 
reflect again on the questions that we pose to you here below.

CONCLUSION

In sum, the chapters in this text seek to respond to youth’s mental health, 
from prevention to intervention, across P-16 school ecosystems. It is our 
hope that the chapters in this book help practitioners see how mental 
health programming pervades all levels of schooling, and encourages them 
to consider who they can engage in the promotion of youths mental health 
at the district level, via direct individual and group counseling practices in 
schools, through collaboration with all educational stakeholders (students, 
teachers, administration, parents, community, etc.), and through active 
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research and program evaluation. As you read this text, we encourage you 
to reflect on a number of interactive research questions that we’ve listed 
below. At the conclusion of this book we will call on these questions again, 
to offer you an opportunity to reflect on how your understanding of com-
prehensive mental health programming may have shifted. Please consider 
the following:
  

1. How do you define mental health services across P16?
2. Considering your role in school ecosystems, what is your role in 

supporting students’ mental health?
3. In what capacity can you collaborate with colleagues to meet stu-

dents’ mental health needs?
4. In what ways can you engage in leadership and advocacy work, 

across P16, to support students’ mental health needs?
5. To what extent is it possible for Mental health practitioners and 

Educators to coexists within a school environment?
6. What policies and procedures do you know that impact the ad-

vancement of youth’s (and faculty/staff’s) mental health?
7. Do youth have a voice in the choices made for their mental health?
8. What role are you currently playing regarding mental health in 

schools? What role will you play in the future?
9. How do you define mental health in schools?

10. What insight do you hope to gain or did you gain about mental 
health in school settings?
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