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Mental Health Supports and 
SEL in Our District

April 26, 2021



“ We must remember that 
intelligence is not enough, 
intelligence plus character -
that is the goal of true 
education.”

Martin Luther King Jr.



Welcome...



An overview of supports and 
resources within the Park 
Ridge Public Schools...

- Overarching District Initiative                                          
- Who to go to with Questions/Concerns
- Supports for All Students:

- In the Classroom
-Guidance
-Nurse
-S.A.C.
-Professional Development for Staff
-Parent Academies for Parents/Community         
Members

- More Intensive Supports for Some Students
- Most Intensive Supports 
- Supports for Staff
- Resources



Overarching District Initiative

● Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)

○ Coordinated, cumulative education of the 
whole child (CASEL competencies)

-Self Awareness
-Self Management
-Responsible Decision Making
-Social Awareness
-Relationship Skills

Self

Se



“The good life is a process, not a state of 
being. It is a direction, not a destination.”

Carl Rogers               



Levels of Supports



“One looks back with appreciation to the brilliant
teachers, but with gratitude to those who touched
our human feelings.  The curriculum is so much 
necessary raw material, but warmth is the vital 
element for the growing plan and for the soul of 
the child.” 

Carl Jung                



Who do Parents/Students 
go to with Mental 

Health/SEL 
Questions/Concerns? 



Meet the Staff - Elementary

All staff members and consultants are listed on district website.

If you have a concern specific to your elementary student and his/her mental 
health and/or SEL who do you go to?



Meet the Staff - MS/HS

All staff members and consultants are listed on district website.

If you have a concern specific to your MS/HS student and his/her mental health and/or SEL 
who do you go to?



“Education is what survives when what 
has been learned has been forgotten.”

B.F. Skinner               



Supports for All Students:
In the Classroom, 

Guidance, 
Nurse, 

Student Assistance 
Counselor



Supports that are Available for all Students Foster:

- Prevention for all Students
- Whole School Awareness of SEL/Mental Health 

Challenges
- A Common Set of Knowledge and Tools for Students to 

Handle Mental Health Crisis
- Professional Development for Staff/Parent Academies 

for Parents and Community Members to Help Identify 
Mental Health Issues and Proper Supports

Supports for All Students



Second Step - Grades K-6
Social Emotional Learning Curriculum

The Second Step curriculum offers age appropriate 
lessons that are easy to teach and fun for the students.
It teaches skills that strengthen students’ ability to 
learn, have empathy, manage emotions, and solve 
problems..

Students are learning skills that will help them at school 
and in their everyday lives. 



Kindergarten Teachers Use Puppets and 
Photographs to Help Students Navigate 
Social Situations

Third Grade Teachers Use the Photo Cards 
to teach lessons and then support those 
lessons through stories



Comic Strips Were Developed in 5th Grade to Show Examples of 
How to be Assertive Without Being Aggressive.





“Just because someone is smiling doesn’t mean 
they are not hurting! Remember to lift those 
around you up with your presence, love & 
support.”

Hamish Brewer, Principal             



Curriculum enhancement - MS/HS

● English

○ Essentially, all lesson plans in the 
curriculum (7-12) are addressed 
within an SEL framework, 
emphasizing social decision-making 
and emotional coping.

○ Mindfulness training is a regular part 
of instruction

● History and Sociology

○ Focus on issues of inclusion and 
social justice.

A BRIEF overview of curriculum infusion



Curriculum enhancement - MS/HS

● Psychology

○ Specific focus on 
understanding emotions and 
mental illness

A BRIEF overview of curriculum infusion

• Health curriculum 
○ Almost too much to name, but specific 

focus on relationship skills, emotional 
regulation, healthy vs. unhealthy 
coping strategies



Curriculum enhancement - MS/HS

Art and Vocal Music

● Ongoing themes throughout the year on:

○ Art and music as coping strategies
○ Coming out of one’s comfort zone (creatively), 

taking appropriate risks, and reinforcing pride in 
accomplishments

○ Perseverance through difficult projects and 
learning unfamiliar skills

○ Utilizing Art and Music journaling as a coping 
strategy

○ Art and Music as a means to addressing social 
inequities, racism and injustice

A BRIEF overview of curriculum infusion



Everybody should do at least two things
each day that he hates to do, just for 
practice.”

William James               



The Nurse's Office- Elementary

East Brook School

● Calming Kits, including fidgets
● Art therapy, coloring
● Calming spa music
● Guided imagery, visualization
● Gratitude Lists
● Safe space for them to talk



The Nurse's Office- Elementary

West Ridge School

● Calming Corner with soft seating 
● Muted lighting
● Fidgets, Theraputty, and Legos
● Aroma Therapy via diffuser
● Art supplies, puzzles
● Sound machine
● Instructional signage on calming 

strategies
● Weighted lap pad and neck wrap



The Nurse's Office- MS/HS

• Posted Breathing Techniques (3-
6-9 breathing sequence, 
Grounding Technique: 5,4,3,2,1)

• Supportive/inspirational signage
• Reduced lighting
• Water/safe snacks
• Music played from the Calm app



Providing support and encouragement for all PRHS students 

● Encouragement/Communication:
○ “Open door” approach
○ Individual check-ins with every 

student
○ Phone calls, meetings, and google 

meets with students and 
parents/guardians

○ Individual short-term solution-
based counseling 

○ In-class presentations on a variety 
of topics (school policies, 
scheduling, and transitions)

● Support:
○ Facilitate parent/teacher meetings
○ Coordinate and facilitate I&RS 

meetings
○ Collaboration/referral to SAC
○ Refer to CST and serve as IEP team 

members
○ Case managers for students with 

504 plans
○ Liaison between parent/guardian 

and school for student issues 

The Guidance Department - MS/HS



The Media Center - MS/HS

●



The Student Assistance Coordinator - MS/HS

● A cornerstone of SEL instruction, 
support, and intervention

● Direct service/intervention 
● Classroom presentations
● Staff consultation 
● Creating/enhancing school-wide 

conditions (assemblies, community 
liaison, school climate, HIB, staff 
development, etc.) 



Extra-curricular activities

● S.A.D.D. – addresses mental health, stigma-free initiatives, anti-bullying, and 
inclusion/diversity/respect

● E.R.A.S.E. – addresses social injustice and inequity, promoting tolerance
● G.S.A. – Provides a safe place and promotes tolerance and respect
● Human Rights Council – a new subcommittee of student council, to address social and 

emotional needs of our school community

Some examples of clubs that specifically address coping and enhance school 
climate:



Professional Development for Staff

Some examples:

● Helping  students cope with trauma reactions 
in the classroom and coping skills for teacher’s 
trauma reactions (September 2020)

● Mindful Practices for Educators (January 2020)
● Teacher’s mental health: Emotional awareness, 

coping skills, and self care skills. (March 2020)
● Ed Agresta, Mental Skills Coach, Motivational 

Speaker, Educator (August 2016)
● Promoting Emotional Wellness in Our Schools 

(Opening Day 2017)
● The Need for Diverse Voices in the Classroom 

from a Mental Health Perspective (Opening 
Day 2020)



A recent study, “...indicated that 
better teacher well-being is 
associated with better student 
well-being and lower student 
psychological difficulties.” 

Laskowski, ASCD



“Educators show up every day for their students -
it’s what drives us - but if we are not proverbially 
‘putting our own oxygen mask on first,’ we will not 
be able to model effective SEL practices for our 
students.”

ASCD, EL Magazine            



Supports for Staff



Supports for Staff

- Owl Wellness Newsletter were created 
for staff by staff in October 2020, 
November 2020, December 2020 and 
January/February 2021 with articles on 
Mental Wellness topics.

- Seven weeks of virtual yoga with a 
community provider, first session free 
and additional six weeks each participant 
made a $5 donation.



Parent/Community Information Sharing

In Person Workshops:

Social and Emotional Learning Parent Group: Helping our children 
cultivate a strong sense of Identity and confidence  (February 2020)

Written Information:

COVID 19 Health and Wellness Message - March 
2020
Owl Advice Column on Depression - July 2020
Owl Advice Column on Reading - July 2020
Owl Advice Column on Sleep - July 2020

Twitter:
Lisa Bernardo
@lrampo2



Parent/Community Information Sharing

Webinars:

Homeschooling tips and general coping skills from a mental health perspective for students (May 2020)

Parent Support Forums 1 & 2 (June 2020)
Introduction to Nurtured Heart Approach (December 2020)

Social and Emotional Learning Parent Group: Helping our children label, understand, and regulate their emotions  (February 2021)

Nurtured Heart Approach Six Hour Training (February and March 2021)

Author Lucas Wolfe:  Depression/Suicide Awareness (March 2021)

QPR (Suicide prevention) for adults & students (both in March 2021) 
4 Week Series for Spanish Speaking Families on Depression, Anxiety, Coping Skills, Setting Routines (April and May 2021)

Mental Health First Aid Training to be offered to all parents (and students) by May, 2021



“I suppose it is tempting, if the only tool 
you have is a hammer, to treat 
everything
as if it were a nail.”

Abraham Maslow             



More Intensive Supports 
for Some Students



Supports that are Available for a Group of Students:

- Response to Students in Crisis as well as
- On-Demand Supports for Students with Moderate Need

In Order to Respond to Students in Crisis must have risk 
assessment and re-entry procedures.

More Intensive Supports for Some Students



More Intensive Support for Students - Elementary

● Individual and group counseling provided by 
School Psychologist or a  West Bergen Mental 
Health therapist
○ Individual counseling consist of:

■ Social/Emotional assessment
■ Individualized Treatment plan
■ Parent sessions 
■ Consultation with teachers 
■ Classroom observation/interventions 

● Group counseling some examples include:
○ Summer social skills group 2019 and 2020
○ Second and third grade “girls group”  in 

2019
○ Second and third grade social skills group 

during the school year in 2019 
● Consultations by other related service providers 

such as:  Behaviorist, Occupational Therapist



More Intensive Support for Students - MS/HS

● Social/Emotional Supports:

○ Individualized counseling 
services by therapeutic and 
school mental health 
professionals

○ Group counseling an 
example  is:

-Social skills group 

● Academic Supports:
○ Individualized programming 

depending on the student’s 
needs; may include assistance 
of paraprofessionals after 
school, class changes, 
scheduling changes, modified 
work and further support



Student Feedback 

● How have you benefited from in-school counseling?
○ It has helped me with processing through thoughts and events that I didn't have enough time to 

think about during the day.
○ I have benefitted from in-school counseling greatly since it allows me to express my feelings from 

past and current situations, in school and out of it, but as well as create a way for me to settle 
down within the crazy week to talk about what is going on my life that has affected me.

● How has it helped your day/week?
○ It helps to have someone who I can talk to once a week about what is going on in my life as I do 

not have many people I can talk to.
○ In-school counseling has helped my day/week by allowing me to express my emotions, problems, 

and allowed me to talk about current and past situations that have impacted me. It also is a great 
thing for people like me to be able to talk to someone about problems without being judged and in 
a healthy environment.



Student Feedback 

● What were your struggles before and how have they changed?
○ My struggles in the past have been depression and anxiety. The anxiety has become far less 

prevalent, and while the depression has not changed nearly as much, it is getting there.
○ My struggles before starting in-school counseling included problems with friends, family, my own 

insecurities from personal experiences, and reaching out to people when needed for help. I still 
struggle with them, but with in-school counseling, it has helped me reduce its original impact by 
creating ways to cope with them.

● What would help make this a better experience? 
○ I don't tend to think in how things could be better, rather I just try to work with what I get at any 

given moment. In this regard Whether in-school counseling could have been better or worse 
doesn't really register all that much with me. What I can say though is that it worked, and it 
worked well.

○ I believe that the current experience of in-school counseling is already great as it is. I appreciate 
the effort and the ability to have this opportunity at the school.



Number of Counseling Cases in District:

More Intensive Supports for Some Students

Weekly Cases
Prior to March 2020

Weekly Cases 
September 2020

Weekly Cases 
February  2021

Difference Between 
March 2020 and 
February 2021

Elementary 19 24 44 + 25

Middle School/
High School

44+
(50 monthly cases)

37+
(49 monthly cases)

55+
(45 monthly cases)

+10 



What Role does West Bergen Mental 
Healthcare Play with Increased Number of 
Cases in the District?

- West Bergen is able to prioritize students that need the more intensive 
support. 

- West Bergen provides family support by educating them and connecting 
them when necessary ongoing community mental health support. 

- West Bergen has a collaborative partnership with the Park Ridge School 
District staff in order to to ensure we are meeting the needs of all students. 

More Intensive Supports for Some Students



Most Intensive Supports 
for Smallest Number of 

Students



Supports that are Available for a Very Limited Number of 
Students:

-Students with Most Intensive Emotional, Behavioral or 
Mental Health Needs

-For these Students an Intensive Therapeutic Clinical 
Continuum of Support is Critical Consisting of Daily Group 
Therapy, Weekly Individual Therapy, Family Therapy and 
Parent Support Groups.

Most Intensive Supports for Very Limited Number of Students



Most Intensive Support for Students - MS/HS

● Upon referral students have 
access to licensed 
therapist/social worker who 
specialize in school services

● The intensive team works hand and 
hand with parents and school 
faculty/staff to create an individually 
tailored program to provide best chance 
of success.  Program features include 
but are not limited to individual, group 
and family counseling, grounding and 
mindfulness, behavioral techniques and 
supportive academic environment while 
respecting and contacting WRAP around 
services.



Future Considerations

- Continue District Wide Initiatives:

- to educate students, staff and 
parents/community members on topics 
pertaining to mental health/sel.

-to assess the need for additional supports at 
all levels.

-to bring meaningful supports at all levels 
into the district.

- to make recommendations to the 
Superintendent of Schools and respectfully to 
the Board of Education in order to meet the 
needs of the district based upon ongoing 
assessments specific to mental health/sel in 
the district, requirements by the Department 
of Education and best practices in the area of 
mental health/sel. 



Resources

Park Ridge Public Schools
https://www.parkridgeschools.org/

Park Ridge Public Schools Special 
Programs and Student Services 
Resource Page

https://www.parkridgeschools.org/Page
/92

Bergen Resource Net
https://www.bergenresourcenet.org/
Go to Health Services, then 

Behavioral/Mental Health

https://www.parkridgeschools.org/
https://www.parkridgeschools.org/Page/92
https://www.bergenresourcenet.org/


Additional resources for students and families

• We are developing an Owl 
Wellness website, which 
will include information on 
physical, emotional, social 
and academic coping.  

(expected launch, May, 2021)



“The best years of your life are the ones in
which you decide your problems are your 
own.  You do not blame them on your 
mother, the ecology, or the president. You 
realize that you control your own destiny.”

Albert Ellis               


