Sometimes it’s the
Little Things…

Canadian Educators Conference on Mental Health
Integrating research evidence and classroom wisdom to promote everyday
mental health at 2018
school
November

In Their Backpacks…
 Some students come to school each day with backpacks full of
hope, excitement, a love of learning, abundant school supplies,
and a healthy lunch.
 And some do not.

 As educators, from day to day, we often do not know who is who…
So what can we do, everyday, to help all students to
feel a sense of hope, purpose, meaning and
belonging at school?
And what can we do for those who carry empty, or
sometimes heavier, backpacks to school each day?

We Can Fill Their Backpacks…
 With a warm welcome, a smile, a sense of belonging
 Inclusive spaces and places to explore learn and grow
 Skills to help with social and emotional development
 Caring conversations and connections
 Notes home to share learning progress
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Where do we start?

First we Need to Fill Our Own Backpacks
None of us has an unlimited
supply of energy, hope,
creativity, patience, etc.
We need to pay attention to,
and nurture, our own wellness
It is good for us, and it is good
for our students

We can be models for self-care
and personal resiliency
Give yourself permission!

Reflect: What is one thing you will do in
the next 24 hours for self-care?

Giving you a Head Start on Self-Care 
 Think back to a time you experienced recently that you would call
“a good moment”…
What did you do?
Who were you with?
What made it good?
 Choose a partner.
 Please tell your partner a little about your good day.
 If you have a phone with pictures of the day, share!

Elements of a Good Day…
 Doing something you like to do
 Being with people who care about you
 Feeling valued
 Experiencing satisfaction (or accomplishment) with something
 Being outdoors

 Feeling at peace
 Others?

How did it feel thinking and
talking about a good moment?

Having a sense of hope, purpose, meaning, and belonging

Sometimes it’s the Little Things
1. Mental health and mental illness are
complex topics
2. Educators often feel ill-equipped to help
3. In truth, educators are better positioned
than most to help with promoting student
mental health, and have an important role
to play when students are struggling
4. Educators are not mental health
professionals, but they are the eyes, ears,
and hearts that can make all the
difference for a student

Sometimes it’s the Little Things
5. Educators need simple and accessible tools and supports to
optimize their role!
Today School Mental Health ASSIST will leave you with some tools
and ideas to start to promote student mental health everyday,
in little ways…

Little Things are Sometimes the Big Things

Like building life-long relationships,

like knowing you matter,
like letting your imagination roll free…

Of course it isn’t always this simple…

Mental Illness Can be Complex
 Mental illness is a disorder that causes changes in thinking, mood
and/or behavior and can significantly interfere with day to day living

 Problems with mental health can be mild, moderate, or severe
 There are many types of mental illness and they often co-occur

 Mental health disorders can be chronic or episodic
 Mental health disorders are associated with a range of symptoms

 Symptoms may appear differently in children than adults
 There are many causes of mental illness – it is rarely simple

From the Educator Lens
“When I look out over my class,
some days I just feel really
overwhelmed. So many of my
students seem like they are
struggling. They say it is one in
five that has a mental health
problem, but it seems like way
more kids are feeling the stress.
They just aren’t coping, so they
are not ready to learn.
Honestly I don’t know what to do
some days”.

Educators Can Feel Ill-Equipped to Help
 Canadian educators report that they want to help to support
student mental health, but they often feel ill-equipped to do so
(e.g., CTF Survey, 2012; Taking Mental Health to School, 2012).

 Many educators are concerned they will say or do the wrong things

 Many aren’t sure what to do to help effectively
The good news is…
It isn’t as hard as educators might think to
support mental health in the classroom!
(and they are probably already doing it)
Being a caring adult who listens is unlikely to
ever be the wrong thing…

Sometimes it is Hard to Know How to Help
And sometimes it takes more than
one try to get it right…

For the student, and for the helper.

Watch Mama Bear…

We can learn what is helpful.

Step 1 - Shift the Focus to Mental Health
 Mental health ≠ mental illness!

 Mental health is a state of flourishing
and wellness
Skills
Attitudes

Maintaining
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Knowledge

Step 2 – Consider the Educator Role
 Think – What is the role of the educator when it comes to student
mental health?
 Pair – List 2-3 roles that educators have related to student mental
health at school
 Share – As a pair, share 1 educator role with the table

You may also want to consider
what is NOT an educator role

Step 3 – Equip for these Roles
 Understand your roles with respect to mental health
 Identify your strengths and needs in carrying out these roles
 Create a personal learning plan designed to enhance your
knowledge, skills, and confidence for these roles

 Know who to turn to for ongoing guidance and support
 Know who to turn to for mental health concerns beyond your role

What is the educators’ role in
supporting student mental health?
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Create mentally healthy classroom environments
Help students to build social emotional skills
Facilitate student learning about mental health
Support student leadership, purpose, and identity
Notice and get help when students show signs of a mental health problem
Provide ongoing classroom support for common mental health problems

Coming Soon!
LIFT Student Mental Health
Professional Learning Series
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What is the educators’ role in
supporting student mental health?
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Create mentally healthy classroom environments
Today’s Focus
Help students to build social emotional skills
Facilitate student learning about mental health
Support student leadership, purpose, and identity
Notice and get help when students show signs of a mental health problem
Provide ongoing classroom support for common mental health problems
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LIFT Student Mental Health
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1. Create Mentally Healthy Classrooms
It begins with a mentally healthy school environment
Inclusive Environment
Student Voice
Opportunities
to learn about
mental health
A safe place to rest

Good welcoming

Check-ins

Supported Staff
Opportunities for
Social Emotional Learning

Family Engagement

The Same Principles at the Classroom Level
 Creating a space where students feel welcome, included, and
understood
 Where they have support to grow and explicit learning about
social-emotional skills and mental health

 Where parents/families/caregivers are included
 Where students have a voice and can try on their leadership skills

Welcome, Include, Understand, Promote, Partner
Learn more with the SMH ASSIST on-line tutorial series!

https://smh-assist.ca/online-learning/

2. Help Students to Build Social-Emotional Skills

Social Emotional Learning (SEL) is the “process through which
children and adults acquire and effectively apply the knowledge,
attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy
for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and
make responsible decisions”
(Collaborative for Academic Social Emotional Learning - CASEL, 2016)

Support for SEL
 Evidence-based SEL programs help students to
build the skills needed to thrive and to prevent
future behavioural and emotional problems from
emerging (Conley et al., 2013; Durlak et al., 2011; Fazel et al., 2014)

 There is increasing evidence to show that SEL
enhances emotional well-being AND academic
performance in lasting ways, when delivered
universally by an educator (Durlak et al. 2011; Taylor, Oberle, Durlak
& Weissberg, 2017)

 Economic models show a strong return-oninvestment for this type of programming in schools
(Campion, 2012)

Effective Social Emotional Learning (SEL)
 Employs SAFE practices:





Sequential (step by step, developmentally appropriate)
Active (interactive learning methods, like role play)
Focused (time for targeted instruction and practice)
Explicit (specific learning objectives and instruction)

 Attends to implementation barriers and is well-executed
 Is delivered by classroom teachers and other school staff
 Is set within safe, caring learning environments, so that skills are
practiced and reinforced

(Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor & Schellinger, 2011; Greenberg et al., 2003)

Is this what we are doing in Canada?
Scan of Nominated Best Practices and
National School Board Survey
 Report of 150 nominated programs and strategies, from every
province, across the mental health continuum (promotion,
prevention, intervention)
 Many examples of good evidence-based practices in Canada
 But there was an uneven and fragmented front (development
and adaptation driven by need resulting in islands of innovation)
 Inconsistent alignment with evidence, inconsistent use of local
evaluation

Evidence-Based Practice in real life is complex

Ideally…

Identify a
need

Select an
evidencebased
solution

Implement
the
solution

Monitor
progress

What gets in the way of
adopting, and benefiting
from, evidence-based
programming?

School Boards are Complex Places
 Many competing priorities
 Massive achievement agenda
 Multiple initiatives
 High stake responsibility for
preparing students for the
future

Programs can be Difficult to Implement
 There are (many) evidence-based programs that can help with social
emotional learning

 However, SEL programs can be costly, perceived as an add-on, and
inconsistently aligned with local curriculum
 As a result, most are difficult to implement and sustain
 To reach every student across Ontario with evidence-based mental health
programming would be challenging

 A low-cost, evidence-based, implementation-friendly alternative is needed!

Challenges with Scale
 Population roughly 13.7 million (of Canada’s 35.5 million)

 72 school districts
 31 English Public (secular, open to all)
 29 English Catholic
 4 French Public
 8 French Catholic

 Approximately 5000 schools
 Approximately 2 million students
 Approximately 117,000 teachers
 Approximately 7400 principals/vice principals
Ontario's school system acknowledges and celebrates its diversity. Our students come from
multi-faith, multi-language, multi-economic, multi-racial backgrounds. They identify as
LGBTQ, immigrant/refugee/ethnocultural, Indigenous, and have a variety of learning needs.

Innovation and Scale Up Lab
 Multi-Tiered System of Support
 Evidence-Based, Implementation-Sensitive Approaches
 Research-Based, Practice-Ready, Scalable, Sustainable
 Innovation and Scale Up Lab Pilots (2017-2018)
 Everyday Mental Health Classroom Resource (Elementary)
 Healthy Transitions from High School (Secondary SEL)
 Bell Let’s Talk Help-Seeking Pilot
 Brief Intervention for School Clinicians
 STRONG Pilot

What is the Everyday Mental Health Project?
A provincial initiative to enhance the mental health and well-being of
elementary school students through the use of simple, everyday
practices that educators can easily embed into daily classroom life.

Everyday Mental Health Classroom Resource
 ETFO and SMH ASSIST partnered to co-create a resource that
educators can use to promote student mental health in the
classroom as part of everyday practice
 This resource provides a low-cost, evidence-informed,
implementation-friendly way to promote student mental health,
everyday!
This resource is:
• Built by and for Ontario educators
• Voluntary to use
• Aligned with the evidence-base
• “Evergreen”
• Free to Ontario educators

What is an Everyday Mental Health Practice?
Criteria for an Everyday Mental Health Practice:
 Brief
 Low or no cost
 Easy to explain
 Easy to implement as part of classroom routines
 Safe and inclusive for all students
 Designed to support social-emotional skills
 Aligned with research evidence

Who is Involved?
Partners

With funding from The J.W. McConnell Family Foundation

Why is Everyday Mental Health Important?
There is strong evidence showing benefits of social emotional
learning at school, but programs can be costly to introduce, scale and
sustain. An evidence-based, implementation-sensitive alternative is
needed for Ontario schools.

How was the Resource Developed?
In the spirit of authentic collaboration, and meaningful
bridging of research and practice, the partners translated
evidence-informed concepts into daily classroom practices.

Common Components Analysis
 Review of 19 evidence-based class-wide SEL
programs
 Inclusion criteria (K-8 students, universal,
evidence-based manualized programs) – led
to exclusion of 4 programs
 Conducted a deductive content analysis on
15 programs; an element was deemed
“common” if it appeared in 4 or more
programs
 Initial set of 14 common elements was
identified. Further distilled into a list of six
common categories in consultation with
subject matter experts.

Common SEL Categories
 Identifying and Managing Emotions (recognizing emotions in self and
others, body cues, relationship between emotions, thoughts and behavior)

 Relationship Skills (listening, cooperation, friendship, empathy, conflict
resolution, being respectful to others, recognizing emotions in others)
 Positive Motivation Skills (optimism, positive attitude, growth mindset)
 Stress Management and Coping Skills (problem solving skills, relaxation,
secret calming, mindfulness, cognitive restructuring, support seeking)

 Self-Confidence and Identity Skills (mattering, assertive communication,
knowing oneself)
 Executive Functioning Skills (goal-setting, problem solving skills, time
management, study skills, perseverance, decision-making, organization)

Core Elements within each Category
Stress Management and
Coping Skills

Pause and Reflect, Calm Classroom, Deep Breathing,
Stretching, Guided Imagery, Support Seeking

Identifying and
Managing Emotions

Gauging, Recognizing, Understanding

Positive Motivation Skills

Reframing, Expressing Gratitude, Perseverance,
Practicing Optimism

Relationship Skills

Listening, Empathy, Acts of Kindness, Being a Good
Friend, Being Respectful, Conflict Resolution

Self-Confidence and
Identity Skills

Assertive Communication, Knowing Oneself,
Mattering

Executive Functioning
Skills

Decision Making, Goal Setting, Metacognition,
Organization, Problem Solving, Working Memory

From Common Categories to Daily Practices
Identification of 6 SEL categories

CAMH
Evidence
Review

Category

Core Element

Practices
Educator
Consultation

Stress Management and Coping Skills

Deep Breathing

Belly Breathing
Take Five Breathing
Breathe With the Bell

ETFO members generated over 100 daily practices to exemplify the SEL core elements

Educators told us they wanted an easy access on-line
resource, with printable practice summaries

Practice Card Example

Select a card from the
table.
Read it over.
With a partner discuss
how you could use or
adapt this strategy in
your setting.

Check it Out!

https://smh-assist.ca/emhc/

How Do We Know it Works?
Every practice included in the resource is tracked back to
research evidence, and the resource was field-tested with 500
Ontario educators. But more evaluation is still needed.

Two Field Tests
 2017 – Ten school boards, 50 educators, to examine feasibility
and satisfaction, and gather feedback about individual practices
 2018 - Nine school boards, 450 participants accessed the site and
were invited to complete pre/post surveys about knowledge,
confidence, and perceived classroom climate and student skill
development (n=153 completed pre and post)
 Three focus groups helped to further inform the 2018 version of
the resource

2018 Field Test Findings at a Glance
5

Average Score

4
Pre-Survey
Post-Survey
3

2

Beliefs about the
benefits of SEL:
1 = Strongly disagree
2 = Disagree
3 = Neutral
4 = Somewhat Agree
5 = Agree
Perception of
classroom climate
1 = Disagree a lot
2 = Disagree
3 = Agree
4 = Agree a lot

1

0

Knowledge of
SEL/Confidence in
skills to deliver SEL:
1 = Not at all
2= A little
3 = Somewhat
4 = Very
5 = Extremely

Knowledge
Knowledge
of SEL*

*statistically significant finding

Beliefs/Attitudes
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Confidence
skills to
deliver SEL*
Constructs

Outcomes

Perception
Perceptions
in
ofClassroom
classroom

Perceptions
Perceptionofof
StudentsSEL
student

climate*

practices*

Perception of student
SEL practices
1 = Needs
improvement
2 = Satisfactory skills
3 = Good skills
4 = Excellent skills

Perceived Satisfaction with the Resource
 84% of educators found the resource extremely or very helpful
 Over 95% of educators would recommend the resource to other
educators within and outside their division and roles
 The practices were perceived to be:
 Short, accessible, and easy to deliver
 Easily modified for students of different ages
 Interactive and fun in nature
 Easy to understand by students
 Beneficial to educators’ own mental health and comfort level
to deliver classroom-based practices

Study Limitations
 This field-test used a quasi-experimental design (pre-post) with
no control group or randomization.
 A sample of convenience was used whereby those who chose to
participate in the intervention might have represented a select
group of educators, further influencing the generalizability of the
results.
 In order to test the efficacy of this intervention, a randomizedcontrolled trial is warranted (and planned).
 Despite these limitations the intervention was associated with
significant perceived improvements in educator knowledge and
confidence, classroom climate, and student social emotional
learning.

How Can I Use the Resource in my Classroom?
The Everyday Mental Health Classroom Resource is available for your use at
https://smh-assist.ca/emhc/. Decide on a SEL category that you want to focus
on. Find a practice that resonates for you and try it out! Adapt the practice to
meet the needs of your classroom.

Visit the Everyday Mental Health Site
 Learn more about the resource in the Background section of the
site (rationale, context, partners, development process, research
and evaluation)
 Take the time to explore some Helpful Tips, find resources about
mental health, and watch video messages from educators who
have used the resource
 Review the Practices by category, or filter your search by division
 Watch the site Tutorial
 Provide input about your experiences with the resource, and
suggest new practices, in the Feedback section

Start Small!
 Think about students’ SEL needs in your classroom at this time
 Select a SEL category area that might be helpful
 Read through the practices and select one or two to try
 Try them out, adapting as needed for your class
 Log your experience, or make notes on the practice card, to help
you remember what worked best
 Provide feedback about the practices to help to shape this
evergreen resource for other Ontario educators

How Can I Get Help with the Resource?
The Everyday Mental Health Classroom Resource is designed to be easy to learn,
and easy to use. But you are not alone! You may wish to work as a team within
your school, and you can reach out to your board Mental Health Leader with
questions or concerns.

Talking with Students about Mental Health

What do ALL students need at school?
 A warm welcome
 A smile
 A connection to a caring adult, every day
 A chance to learn
 A safe place to risk
 Someone who notices when something is wrong

 Someone who reaches out when they notice
 Someone who listens, and tries to find help for them

 Someone who believes in them, and instills hope

What do ALL staff need at school?
 A warm welcome
 A smile
 A connection to a caring adult, every day
 A chance to learn
 A safe place to risk
 Someone who notices when something is wrong

 Someone who reaches out when they notice
 Someone who listens, and tries to find help for them
Creating Mentally Healthy Classrooms

 Someone who believes in them, and instills hope

Sometimes it’s the Little Things…
Contact Us
Kathy Short, Ph.D., C.Psych
Director
School Mental Health ASSIST
kshort@smh-assist.ca

Visit us https://smh-assist.ca/
Follow us @SMHASSIST

Questions?

