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Texans Care for Children is a statewide nonpartisan, nonprofit advocacy organization dedicated
exclusively to the children of Texas. We look to our broad base of community-based experts—
our partners and over 200 members throughout the state who together represent thousands of
Texas children—to inform our work and help us in developing our legislative agenda. We also
co-convene various stakeholder groups that bring together a wide range of organizations,
families, and advocates around our areas of focus, which are: family economic security; infant,

child and maternal health; early opportunities; children’s mental health; child welfare; and
juvenile justice.

As you review school d'iscipline practices, Texans Care asks you to consider strategies that have
been shown to keep students with mental health concerns and those who have experienced
trauma in school and out of the juvenile justice system.

Mental health concerns in students are not uncommon, and these concerns
have a direct impact on school success.

e About 1in 10 children have mental health concerns that severely interfere with their ability
to function at home, in school, or in the community.i

e The Department of Family and Protective Services confirmed nearly 100,000 cases of abuse
and/or neglect in 2011." Students who have been abused are at greater risk for mental
health and behavioral concerns.”

e Chronic stress or on-going trauma can physically alter the neural wiring and chemical
response in a child’s brain, causing children who have experienced trauma to be more
impulsive and be more likely to engage in risky behavior."

e When students’” mental health needs are properly addressed, the likelihood of school
success increases.” High quality, effective school mental health promotion has been linked
to increases in academic achievement and competence; decreases in incidence of problem
behaviors; improvements in the relationships that surround each child; and substantive,
positive changes in school and classroom climates."!
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A disproportionate number of students with mental health concerns are getting
removed from their classrooms.

Between 1999 and 2009, 9 out of 10 students classified as having an emotional disturbance -
in a Texas public school were suspended or expelled from school for discretionary reasons. v
School disciplinary referrals are the greatest predictor of future juvenile justice involvement
in Texas."™

In 2011, 44% of youth offenders sent to the Texas Juvenile Justice Department had a need
for treatment by a licensed or specially trained provider for a mental health related issue,”
more than double what would be expected in the general population.

Students with serious mental health concerns are twice as likely as peers without serious
mental health concerns to drop out of school.”

As schools feel the pressures of high stakes testing and scarce resources, it's easier for a
teacher or school administrator to call a school resource officer to handle a classroom
disruption instead of implementing more appropriate and effective strategies to promote
student learning. Yet, school resource officers often have insufficient training on responding
to students with mental health concerns, including de-escalation techniques and trauma
informed practice.”

According to a survey done by the Texas Mental Health Transformation Project, many
teachers and school health services staff report lacking training or support they need to
effectively address their students’ behavioral health.

Effective strategies exist for schools to address behavior challenges of students

with mental health concerns. Zero tolerance discipline policies are not among
them.

Schools need tools and resources to help them to keep students with mental health
concerns in school and learning, instead of pushing them out of school and into the juvenile
and criminal justice systems.

Increasing the capacity of school personnel to appropriately recognize, respond to, and
make community based referrals for students with suspected mental health concerns will
enable more students to overcome or manage their symptoms, increase their chance of
school success, and avoid entering the juvenile or criminal justice system. ‘
Implementing school-wide positive behavioral interventions and supports to fldehty is
recommended to promote school success in students with mental health concerns."
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Recommendations

1. Make sure school police and resource officers have the training, skills and tools they need to
promote all students’ success, as well as to appropriately recognize and respond to students

with mental health concerns in order to keep them in school and learning and out of the
juvenile justice system.

2. Support state infrastructure and programs that assist school personnel in addressing

students’ positive development and mental health in order to promote academic success.
These approaches include:

Coordinated School Health
Educational Service Centers
School Counseling

d. Communities in Schools

o o

3. Promote and assist schools in the use of school-wide positive behavioral interventions and

supports (PBIS) to fidelity to link students with mental health concerns with effective
interventions and reduce disciplinary issues.

Thank you for yod(r time and commitment. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact
me at 512.473.2274.

Respectfully,

Josette Saxton

Policy Associate

Texans Care for Children
jsaxton@ixchildren.org
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