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Introduction
According to a recent report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the number of 
adolescents experiencing poor mental health is growing, especially among LGBTQ+, female, and Black 
students.i In 2021 alone, 70 percent of LGBTQ+ students reported persistent feelings of hopelessness, 
and 25 percent of female students had made a suicide plan.ii Youth who have mental health problems 
are more likely to experience violence, engage in risky behavior, and struggle with school. However, CDC 
notes that when youth have strong feelings of connectedness with school and family, those bonds can 
protect their mental health.iii Given the rise in poor mental health among students—and the role school 
connectedness plays in protecting mental health—it is critical that schools be equipped to provide a safe 
environment with mental health supports. 

To identify key priorities and opportunities in this area, we gathered evidence from the literature and 
interviewed school health care providers and experts in school-based health services. Ultimately, our 
goal was to help schools build strong connections with students and deliver school-based mental and 
behavioral health (SBMH) supports to meet the growing need for them. SBMH care teams manage 
mental and behavioral health supports in their schools, addressing student needs ranging from stress 
management, safety planning, and substance use to suicide prevention and coping skills. 

Supporting Youth Mental and Behavioral Health in Schools
Schools play a vital role in preventing mental health problems among youth, as well as in identifying 
and supporting youth who do have mental health problems. SBMH providers—including social workers, 
psychologists, counselors, and school nurses as specialized instructional support personnel —lead the 
way in helping schools fulfill this role. Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) is a common framework 
used by SBMH providers to assist students and match them to appropriate supports. Another framework, 
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, provides a similar tiered approach to organizing and 
delivering services. Regardless of the framework, many 
schools have launched a student mental health program, 
and research shows that these programs help students 
achieve academically and build social and leadership 
skills, self-awareness, and positive connections to adults 
in their school.iv 

The rising number of students who have mental health concerns means that schools must prioritize time 
and resources when considering a student mental health program. Whether schools are just beginning 
to develop such a program or are seeking to expand an existing one, the SBMH providers we interviewed 
identified several key areas that schools can focus on to better support students (Exhibit 1). 

Adolescents say they are more 
comfortable accessing health  
services through school-based clinicsv
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School nurses have tremendous potential to 
work with other SBMH providers to implement 
school mental health programs, yet they often 
don’t get the opportunity. Although individual 
school nurses and education systems have 
different levels of readiness or capacity to 
support SBMH programs, school nurses are 
most successful when the SBMH care team, 
principals, and superintendents engage with 
them and understand their role.

School nurses can build their SBMH team’s 
capacity to deploy a multitiered system of 
supports that is responsive to student needs. 
As members of interdisciplinary teams, 
school nurses can collaborate with school 
personnel—including teachers, psychologists, 
social workers, counselors, and principals—to 
assess, identify, conduct interventions for, 
refer, and follow up with children who need 
behavioral health services.vi, vii

School nurses are key members of SBMH care teams and 
support student mental and behavioral health by...

How school nurses can support SBMH programs and teams

Increasing the capacity of school-based providers to address student needs

Creating a school-and district-wide approach to student mental health

Sustaining funding and covering the cost of services

Collecting and acting on student health data

Exhibit 1. Priority areas for advancing SBMH programs for students
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They also have regular access to students in school clinics and are well-positioned to identify students 
with potential mental health concerns, especially for “frequent visitors”—children who often present with 
a physical complaint, such as an upset stomach, but could have an underlying mental health issue. This 
touch point can increase the speed at which problems are identified and treatment can begin.

School nurses promote health by helping students access physical, mental, and behavioral health care in 
school and in the community.viii These emerging practices can help policymakers, school administrators 
and teachers, and SBMH providers think about what school nurses can contribute to their own schools 
and how they can advance key SBMH priorities (Exhibit 2). 

Exhibit 2. Additional opportunities for school nurses to support SBMH programs

Opportunities for advancing SBMH programs
The protective effects of school connectedness on youth mental health firmly place SBMH providers, 
school nurses, and other school personnel on the front lines of responding to the growing crisis.ix However, 
SBMH providers including school nurses require the broader support of federal and state policymakers, 
local educational entities, families, and communities to fully realize their opportunity to help students 
who have mental health problems and those at risk. 

 
• �Educate and communicate with caregivers 

about mental health care and resources

• �Support Individualized Education 
Program accommodations and 
implement Individualized Care Plans 
(such as Section 504 plans and safety 
plans)

• �Coordinate care and make referrals to 
school- and community-based providers

• �Participate in district and state Medicaid 
reimbursement efforts for nursing 
services for Medicaid-enrolled children

• �Advocate for resources from state 
agencies and local education entities �

• �Advocate for and build connections with 
students

• �Implement school-wide mental wellness 
and stress management programs for 
students and staff

• �Contribute to crisis response planning 
and emergency preparedness

• �Participate in universal and targeted 
mental health screenings and follow-up

• �Collect and manage health data, includ-
ing information related to attendance 
and social determinants of health

• �Update and manage student records
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The data we gathered from literature reviews and interviews highlight opportunities for state, regional, 
and community stakeholders to further embed school nurses into existing student support structures, 
amplify current efforts to address students’ mental and behavioral health needs, and improve systems 
of care. Exhibit 3 shows opportunities for administrators and policymakers to make substantive changes 
at the state and regional levels, as well as actions providers and educators at the local and community 
level can take to support student mental health. We acknowledge that each school nurse and education 
system might have different level of readiness or capacity to support mental and behavioral health. 
Nevertheless, adopting some or all the following recommendations can increase system-wide capacity 
and create a more capable, integrated, holistic, and interconnected system of care. 

Exhibit 3. Considerations for leaders in health and education fields

For providers and educators

School Community
• �Involve school nurses in care-planning meetings 

to boost the capacity of SBMH providers and staff

• �Designate school nurses as leaders for identifying 
students at risk for mental health problems and 
referring them to the SBMH team

• ��Involve school nurses in care coordination, case 
management, service documentation, and billing 
for the entire SBMH care team

• �Invite school nurses to speak in classrooms, 
at back-to-school nights, and at school–family 
engagements to educate families about student 
mental health risks and in-school supports

• �Connect community mental health programs 
to after-school programs to bolster student 
supports

• �Invite school nurses to local board of health 
meetings and share school health data

• �Integrate school nurses and SBMH teams into 
community mental health advisory boards to 
highlight student mental health needs

• �Share information on community-based mental 
health services and educational resources with 
school nurses and SBMH providers

For administrators and policymakers

Federal and state Regional, district, and school
• �Include school nurses and state school nurse 

consultants as state-level health policy advisors 
for SBMH

• �Expand access to Medicaid school-based services 
to build a sustainable funding stream

• ��Direct federal and state grants to increase the 
workforce of school nurses and SBMH providers

• �Create data-sharing agreements with providers 
and medical systems to facilitate care 
coordination in schools and with community 
providers

• �Update policy and guidance documents to clearly 
define that school nurses have the licensure and 
credentials to support SBMH programs

• �Update guidance to explicitly name the school 
nurse as a key provider and member of SBMH 
teams

• �Designate school nurses as leaders for 
administering school- and district-wide mental 
health screening

• ��Provide tools for school nurses and SBMH 
providers to document Medicaid services for 
federal reimbursement

• �Provide professional development opportunities 
for school nurses and other school staff to 
develop a shared approach to student mental 
health
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Methods and Approach
We completed a literature scan to identify (1) current SBMH models and (2) descriptions of the school 
nurse’s role in supporting student behavioral and mental health. We analyzed data for common themes, 
existing programs, opportunities, and challenges to integrating school nurses into SBMH teams.

We held two meetings to discuss the role of school nurses in SBMH care teams and opportunities for 
further support and integration. The first meeting included school nurses in K–12 schools and school 
nurse leaders from regional and state-level educational entities. The second meeting involved leaders from 
national organizations with a vested interest in K–12 mental and behavioral health, including alliances, 
associations, and councils representing stakeholders from health- and education-based organizations. We 
analyzed data from these meetings to identify opportunities at the system, community, and school levels 
to strengthen how school nurses work with other providers to support students’ mental and behavioral 
health, with an eye toward further integrating school nurses in existing structures.

Note: In this document, the terms mental health and mental and behavioral health are used interchangeably to refer to the 

supports that school nurses provide in mental health and behavioral health, including substance use.
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