
Preface

During my first year as an enthusiastic but raw school psychologist,
I was having trouble figuring out how best to help a very unmoti-

vated and low-energy eighth grader. The student’s strong test scores
belied his poor classroom performance, and even though he just sat in his
desk doing virtually nothing in class, he seemed to care about his grades.
I was muddling around trying to find the right set of rewards and acade-
mic interventions that would light a fire under him, and I was not having
much success.

What finally turned things around and led to an approach that was
more useful was a conversation I had with the school counselor, who had
just met with the student. “I think he’s depressed,” she stated. “I wonder if
all the rest of his school issues revolve around that.” That made very good
sense, and jointly we worked with the student’s teachers and parents to
devise some appropriate interventions to better support the boy. This case
was an early and tremendously valuable lesson on the importance of rec-
ognizing and appreciating the mental health needs of students—and of the
critical role school counselors can play in providing appropriate support to
students with mental health needs.

While this book is primarily intended to be read by school counselors,
the true beneficiaries are the thousands of students in schools across the
country who have mental health needs that interfere with their school
success and their well-being. School counselors are in a unique position to
assist students by helping teachers create better classroom environments
for students with mental health needs, by providing supportive individ-
ual and group counseling services, and by working together with families
to make appropriate referrals and create networks of support. The intent
of this book is to provide school counselors with a foundation of infor-
mation about mental health disorders, as well as an array of intervention
tools and strategies, to help students with mental health needs be more
successful in school.
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Some administrators and parents—and even some school coun-
selors—may question whether it is a proper role of the school counselor to
become involved with students with mental health problems. After all,
students with mental health needs often have complex and very challeng-
ing problems. In my view, the intricacy and gravity of the problems is all
the more reason for school counselors to be involved. The American School
Counselor Association, in its position statement on the role of school coun-
selors vis-à-vis students with mental health needs, notes that unmet men-
tal health needs can serve as substantial barriers to the personal, social,
academic, and career development of students and states that school coun-
selors are committed to helping all students, including students with men-
tal health needs, achieve their potential (American School Counselor
Association, 2009). The position statement outlines a number of ways
school counselors can assist students with mental health needs, including
providing appropriate referrals to out-of-school resources, advocating in
the school and community for access to appropriate mental health ser-
vices, and providing short-term crisis intervention and counseling. The
ensuing chapters in this book provide a number of ideas and strategies to
help school counselors carry out these tasks.

It is important to note that school counselors should not be expected to
serve as the sole providers of counseling services for students with mental
health needs or to function as mental health counselors. Ideally, school
counselors should work in tandem with community mental health coun-
selors to provide services. Even in the absence of involvement from com-
munity mental health counselors, however, school counselors cannot be
expected to provide in-depth, intense individual counseling services to
any student. Neither is it a good idea for school counselors to take the view
that they have nothing to offer students with mental health needs. These
are students who need all the help they can get—and school counselors
have much to offer them. In the absence of school counselor involvement,
teachers and other school personnel are left to manage students with men-
tal health needs on their own, with much less training in the area of
children’s mental health than school counselors receive. My hope is that
this book can provide school counselors with ideas and tools to help them
better serve students with mental health needs.
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