
simultaneously improving a variety of 
key mental health indicators for students 
and teachers, by providing easily acces-
sible, evidence based resources combined 
with teacher competency enhancement 
that follows well established and familiar 
pedagogic traditions, is sustainable, inex-
pensive and can be applied without need 
for fidelity in delivery. Additionally, this 
approach builds on existing school human 
resources (such as teachers, counsellors, 
administrators) and helps enhance their 
professional capabilities and encourages 
within school professional collaborations in 
support of better student outcomes. It also 
enables the development and application 
of links to community based health and 
mental health providing resources, thus 
strengthening ties between educational 
and health systems.

Fundamental to this second approach is 
the understanding that the mental health 
of young people can be improved, not 
in isolation from but in connection with, 
better identification and improved access 
to effective mental health care for those 
who need it. While the vast majority of 
Canadians are identified as flourishing in 
terms of their mental health (according to 
Statistics Canada: 2013, about 80%), nec-
essary mental health care is still largely 
not provided to the majority of Canadian 
young people who require it. Indeed, 
according to recent (2015) Children’s 
Mental Health Ontario and Government of 
Canada reports, although there have been 
improvements over the last decade, most 
Canadian youth needing mental health ser-
vices do not receive them in a timely man-
ner. Numbers tracking those that do are well 
below expected use based on prevalence 
of mental illness. Concurrently, an analysis 
recently released by the Canadian Institute 
of Health Information (2015) shows that 
young people who require care for com-
mon mental disorders such as Depression 

FEATURE: HEALTH COUNSELING>>>>>>>

school based mental health initiatives. And, 
in numerous school boards across Canada, 
various initiatives within the wider mental 
health umbrella, considered to be impor-
tant to enhance wellbeing in young people 
are being increasingly implemented, albeit 
often without certainty that the results of 
those interventions are either necessary, 
useful, effective or without negative impact.

Developing Models
Within this increasing activity, two dif-

ferent models for school mental health 
are emerging. One is characterized by 
the application of unique or specific pro-
grams – among them stigma reduction 
interventions or positive psychology 
driven programs such as Mindfulness  - 
that are imported into schools, some-
times endorsed by various well-recognized 
organizations, often bearing substantive 
costs and ping Models marketed heavily 
to individual schools, school boards or 
other jurisdictional authorities. Taken as 
a whole, these interventions are often not 
supported by a robust body of scientific 
evidence as being either effective or safe 
and may not (as for example described 
in a recent systematic review of school 
based suicide prevention programs in the 
Journal of the Canadian Academy of Child 
and Adolescent Psychiatry by Kutcher, Wei 
and Leblanc: 2015) achieve the outcomes 
that they purport to provide. These types 
of interventions are further not designed 
to be embedded into and easily sustained 
in existing school structures, are added on 
to pre-existing daily activities, usually do 
not build upon well-established pedagogic 
principles and frequently only target either 
students or teachers without strengthening 
the well-established interaction between 
the two. In contrast, another approach 
focuses primarily on enhancing and 
strengthening the functioning of the school 
and school system while concurrently and 

Effective, Sustainable and  
Integrated School Mental Health:  
A CANADIAN OPPORTUNITY
The importance of addressing mental 
health in the school setting is increasingly 
being realized, both nationally within 
Canada and globally. For example, in 
Canada a study by the School Based Mental 
Health and Substance Abuse Consortium, 
funded by the Mental Health Commission 
of Canada, recently reported on the sub-
stantial need to address mental health of 
students in Canadian schools. This report 
also identified that teachers felt unpre-
pared to deal with the mental health needs 
of their students, in large part because of 
their own lack of knowledge about mental 
health and mental disorders.

Similar conclusions were arrived at by 
an earlier analysis titled “Taking men-
tal health to school: A policy-oriented 
paper on school-based mental health 
for Ontario” written by Santor, Short and 
Ferguson in 2009. From a national health 
policy perspective, in 2010, Evergreen, the 
Canadian child and youth mental health 
framework, identified schools as a key site 
for the delivery of mental health related 
interventions. The Canadian Teachers’ 
Federation is an example of a national 
educational organization now support-
ing the importance of addressing child and 
youth mental health in the school setting, 
and recently, the Faculty of Education at 
the University of Western Ontario estab-
lished a center for school based mental 
health to encourage the development of 
research into various components of this 
topic (http://www.edu.uwo.ca/).

In the Province of British Columbia, the 
School Centered Mental Health Coalition 
has provided a forum for professional 
and public discussion about this topic 
and recent funding initiatives by well-
established organizations such as the 
McConnell Foundation. Corporations 
such as Sun Life Financial, Royal Bank of 
Canada and Bell Canada have begun third 
party investment in supporting a variety of 
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and Anxiety Disorder are increasingly being 
treated in hospital emergency rooms, sug-
gesting that early identification and easy 
access to effective care in the community 
is not readily available.

These sobering findings provide a 
stark reminder about the epidemiologi-
cal realities of mental illness in young 
people. According to the World Health 
Organization’s 2001 World Health Report, 
the global prevalence of mental illness in 
young people is about 20%, with these ill-
nesses contributing the single largest com-
ponent to the burden of disease in this age 
group. Similar rates are found in Canada. 
Furthermore, the onset of mental disor-
ders is primarily during the time that young 
people are attending school, with about 
70% of all mental illnesses that occur over 
the entire life-span being able to be diag-
nosed by age 25 years. Because effective 
treatments that can decrease morbidity 
and early mortality are known and can be 
effectively applied by appropriately trained 
health professionals (such as: physicians; 
counsellors; nurses; psychologists; etc.) it 
is imperative that Canadian educational 
and health systems be strengthened and 
better integrated to support early identi-
fication of young people who may have a 
mental disorder and promote easy access 
to effective care.

It is essential therefore, that schools 
develop and apply mental health inter-
ventions that effectively meet the needs of 
young people. Separation of mental health 

promotion and wellness enhancement from 
activities that address the need to enhance 
the development of a horizontally inte-
grated pathway to mental health care for 
young people that need it, is both short-
sighted and an opportunity lost to better 
enhance a host of important health, social 
and economic outcomes that occur with 
the provision of timely and effective mental 
health care interventions for young people.

Realizing the importance of this necessary 
integration of focusing on enhancing men-
tal health and improving access to effec-
tive mental health care for young people in 
the school setting simultaneously, we have 
created, applied and researched a number 
of simple, sustainable and inexpensive 
interventions horizontally linked that have 
been demonstrated both to enhance key 

components of student’s mental health and 
concurrently provide a vehicle for improving 
access to effective mental health care. These 
interventions are: mental health literacy 
woven into classroom curriculum; “Go To” 
teacher training to aid in the identification, 
triage, referral and support of students who 
may be exhibiting a mental disorder and 
creation of training programs to enhance 
primary health care delivery of youth mental 
health interventions that can be delivered 
on site in schools (for example, through a 
youth health center) or in community health 
care settings linked to school health related 
professionals such as counsellors, social 
workers, nurses and psychologists.

Mental Health Literacy (MHL)
MHL is the foundation for mental health 

promotion, prevention and care. Our under-
standing of what best constitutes MHL has 
evolved in concert with improved under-
standing of Health Literacy (World Health 
Organization, 2013) and has four separate 
but related components: 1) understanding 
how to obtain and maintain good mental 
health; 2) understanding mental disorders 
and their treatments; 3) decreasing stigma; 
and 4) enhancing help-seeking efficacy 
(knowing when and where to get help and 
learning competencies that can be used to 
help improve care outcomes). Focusing on 
grades nine and ten, the school period con-
gruent with the beginning of the steep rise 
in the prevalence of mental disorders, we 
have created, applied and researched the 
impact of a simple, freely-available on-line, 
teacher friendly and classroom application 
ready resource (the Guide: http://teenmen-
talhealth.org/curriculum/).
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Since the resource can be used within 
any Provincial/Territorial curriculum frame-
work, teachers are trained in the use of the 
Guide during a one day session that can be 
delivered by a board or provincial/territorial 
training team during existing professional 
development activities. Once teachers 
become familiar with the resource they 
can apply it in their classrooms using their 
own professional competencies in their 
preferred pedagogic manner. Research 
on the outcomes of this simple, sustain-
able, system-enhancing and inexpensive 

intervention conducted in a number of loca-
tions in Canada (including but not limited 
to: Alberta; Ontario: Nova Scotia) demon-
strate highly significant and substantial 
positive outcomes in all mental health lit-
eracy domains. Using this approach, both 
teachers and students demonstrate positive 
improvements in knowledge, decrease in 
stigma and enhanced help-seeking efficacy. 
The magnitude of these improvements in 
decreasing stigma for example, are greater 
than those found with single focused anti-
stigma programs delivered in schools and 

have been demonstrated in studies con-
ducted in the Durham region of Ontario 
and the Toronto District School Board to 
be sustained over time. Unlike programs 
delivered into schools, this simple interven-
tion becomes embedded into the school 
ecology and persists over time. Recently, 
research conducted in other countries with 
diverse and more challenging educational 
systems is showing similar results.

Linking through “Go To” Training
Linked to this classroom based men-

tal health literacy intervention is the “Go 
To” educator training initiative. This is 
comprised of a one day training program 
directed mostly to those teachers who stu-
dents naturally and usually go-to when they 
have a problem. These “go-to” educators 
are a key component of the school environ-
ment and play an important and essential, 
albeit “unofficial”, role in school based 
support and help-providing interventions 
for students. Designed to be delivered by 
board or provincial based trainer teams, 
this one day intervention also fits easily into 
existing professional development activi-
ties. It builds on existing competencies of 
selected teachers and provides them with 
the knowledge needed to be able to iden-
tify students who are likely to be experienc-
ing a mental disorder, link those students to 
most appropriate in-school student services 
resources (such as counsellors) and provide 
ongoing support to the students as part of 
the caring professional community that can 
be involved in mental health care should 
that be required. As this training model 
integrates teachers, counsellors and other 
student services providers with local health 
and mental health care providers, improved 
access to effective mental health care for 
young people who require it becomes more 
feasible and available.

Health Care Team 
Provider Training

Finally, the third component of this 
integrated horizontal pathway approach 
is the provision of training designed to 
enhance the competencies of health care 
providers in the identification, diagnosis 
and treatment of young people with men-
tal disorders. This approach focuses on 
the entire health provider delivery team, 
including: physicians, nurses, counsel-
lors, social workers, psychologists, etc., 
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and integrate that with effective strate-
gies for helping young people who need 
mental health care, receive it in a timely 
and effective way. 

Dr. Stan Kutcher will be 
the keynote speaker at 
the BCSCA conference 
on Friday, Oct. 23, 2015. 
Dr. Kutcher is the Sun Life 
Financial Chair in Adolescent 

Mental Health and the Director World 
Health Organization Collaborating Care 
in Mental Health Policy and Training at 
Dalhousie University and IWK Health Centre 
in Canada. He is a renowned expert in ado-
lescent mental health and leader in mental 
health research, advocacy, training, and 
policy, who previously served as Department 
Head of Psychiatry and Associate Dean for 
International Health at Dalhousie University.
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Association of BC Forest Professionals
330-321 Water St., Vancouver, BC V6B 1B8
(604) 687‑8027 • Fax: (604) 687‑3264 • abrittain@abcfp.ca • www.abcfp.ca
Get your students interested in an exciting career in forestry! Students can put their love of the environment, the outdoors, math and 
science to good use as forest professionals. BC’s forest professionals use their skills to care for and manage the forest and everything in 
it. The demand is increasing so now is the time to learn more and spread the word. Visit www.abcfp.ca/web. Find us on Facebook and 
Twitter (@abcfp)

DiveSafe International
PO Box 342, 1003A Island Hwy., Campbell River, BC V9W 5B6
(250) 287‑3837 • info@divesafe.com • www.divesafe.com
Learn to dive! It is exciting, challenging and rewarding! DiveSafe International courses will get you working in the commercial diving 
field. Train to be an underwater scientist, a photographer, an aquaculture diver, a seafood harvester, and much more. You get to play with 
underwater chainsaws, dive on a WWII destroyer, do underwater environmental assessments, learn rigging, net sewing and burning. Come 
train with us in the pristine ocean waters of Discovery Passage. 5, 8 and 15 week courses. info@divesafe.com,1‑250‑287‑3837
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Lasalle College
2000, Ste. Catherine St. W., Montreal, QC H3H 2T1
(514) 939‑2006 • Fax: (514) 939‑2891 • www.lasallecollege.com
With over 14 years of experience in educating the next generation of creative talents, LaSalle College Vancouver (LCV) is a member of the 
LCI Education network composed of 22 campuses in 12 countries. Situated in Yaletown, the campus offers courses in Fashion Design, 
Fashion Merchandising, Interior Design, Jewellery Design, Graphic Design, 3D Animation and now Artistic Make‑up. The college is accredited 
by BC’s Private Career Training Institutions Agency (PCTIA) and holds the Education Quality Assurance designation (EQA).

University of Guelph Office
50 Stone Rd. E., Guelph, ON N1G 2W1
(519) 824‑4120 • Fax: (519) 823‑5512 • http://www.uoguelph.ca
The University of Guelph is located in a vibrant city with a lively, dynamic cultural core. Guelph is an hour from Toronto and is characterized 
by 19th century buildings, shops, coffee houses and nightclubs, all within walking distance of the University. Students choose UofG for its 
challenging academic environment, high‑calibre faculty, and exceptional student‑life experience. As a learner, you’re at the centre of UofG. 
We provide everything you need for an outstanding education and promising future.
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and the training program can be easily 
embedded into existing human resource 
capacities, in schools or in the community. 
This approach can enhance skill sets of 
school based service providers as well as 
staff from school health centers or com-
munity health clinics. Research conducted 
on different iterations of this approach 
demonstrates significant improvements 
in competencies and self-confidence 
in the successful delivery of evidence-
based interventions for high volume/
low intensity mental disorders (such as 
ADHD; Anxiety Disorders; Depression) and 
more appropriate use of mental health 
specialty services. This component of 
the pathway approach has the ability to 
enhance access to effective care in the 
community, either through existing school 
based structures (such as school health 
centers) or through better integration 

between existing education and health 
systems. This approach does not require 
the development and deployment of new 
expensive infrastructure nor does it need 
major modifications to existing systems 
of care. On the contrary, it builds on and 
strengthens existing care delivery capacity 
in a sustainable and inexpensive manner.

Taken as a whole, this approach to 
addressing mental health needs of young 
people has heuristic appeal. It builds on 
existing strengths, provides an inexpen-
sive and sustainable approach and is sup-
ported by research evidence of positive 
outcomes within all components of the 
horizontally integrated pathway to care. 
Furthermore, this approach recognizes 
that the school setting provides an impor-
tant and even necessary location, that 
allows us to address the improvement of 
mental health for both students and staff 

-   
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EducationPlanner.ca
www.educationplanner.ca
EducationPlanner.ca equips students with the tools they need to begin exploring their post‑secondary possibilities. This resource provides 
quick and easy access to information about undergraduate programs at post‑secondary institutions throughout BC. At EducationPlanner.ca, 
students compare program, admission, and tuition information, explore interests and career options, and link to BC post‑secondary 
institutions. EducationPlanner.ca is a service offered by the BC Council on Admissions and Transfer (BCCAT). BCCAT web resources are free, 
dependable, accurate, and accessible.
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