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ABSTRACT 

In this proposed project we intend to explore and identify empirical 

evidence-based research on outcomes of school-based mental health provided 

by a Southern California school district. This study will highlight evidence-based 

research on the growing concern for school-based mental health. A relevant 

extraction tool that can be utilized for further research, and a study design to 

explore existing literature regarding programs and student participation to gauge 

outcomes.  

School-based mental health supports mental well-being and promotes 

positive protective factors. These include social and cultural connections, 

resilience, coping strategies, problem-solving abilities, positive development, and 

a supportive school environment where students feel safe. The shortage of 

school-based mental health programs results in school-aged children having 

inadequate access to these essential services. This paper will explore the 

outcomes of relevant studies and identify the gaps in the literature for future 

researchers to build upon. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

PROBLEM FORMULATION 

 

Description of the Problem 

In recent years, mental health has become a growing concern. There is an 

ever-growing need for mental health services among children and adolescents 

(Connors et al., 2022; Herman et al., 2021; National Institute of Mental Health 

[NIMH], 2019). Adults who suffer from mental disorders often show signs and 

symptoms in childhood or adolescence. Signs and symptoms of a mental 

disorder that last weeks or months and interrupt the social aspects of daily life 

should be evaluated by a qualified health professional. Research shows that the 

earlier a child starts mental health services, the better their outcome will be 

(National Institute of Mental Health [NIMH], 2019).  

According to Herman and colleagues (2021), before entering adulthood, 

approximately 20% of children in the United States will experience some type of 

serious mental health disorder. The rates for children experiencing mental health 

disorders are expected to continue increasing. Children and adolescents are 

50% more likely to have experiences with major depressive disorders than they 

were in the early 2000s (American Psychological Association, n.d.). Between the 

years 2007-2017, suicide rates have dramatically increased by 57% (Herman et 

al., 2021). These findings make it crucial for the school systems to understand 

the great need for mental health programs for their students. Schools must 
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create programs around the needs of their students and measure the outcomes 

to gauge their effectiveness. 

According to Connors and colleagues (2022), there is a lack of mental 

health services in the k-12 public school systems. There is an average 8-to-10-

year gap between the time a student is diagnosed with a mental health disorder 

and the treatment of services (Connors et al., 2022). There are several barriers 

that students and families face that delay treatment including the cost of services, 

transportation, the stigma surrounding mental disorders, and the availability of 

culturally proficient services (Connors et al., 2022). 

Mental health services provided through school districts can help families 

struggling with the barriers to accessing outside services (Connors et al., 2022). 

Implementing mental health services at schools is more practical as children 

spend much of their time there engaging with peers, teachers, and school staff. 

Leaving school districts with a major advantage of providing mental health 

services. This helps identify important mental health concerns that qualified staff 

observe while working with students (Connors et al., 2022). 

 

California’s School-Based Mental Health Policy 

California’s policy on school-based mental health assists in mental health 

and protective factors. These factors include social and cultural connectedness, 

resiliency, coping skills, problem-solving skills, positive development, and a 

positive school environment where students feel comfortable (California 
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Department of Education, n.d.). Southern California school districts adhere to 

policies for mental health and crisis counseling that include support within a 

multi-tiered system following the law. They also align their practices with The 

Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), which mandates the 

protection of student privacy and education records. Furthermore, they follow the 

code ed for the right to protect the confidentiality of their clients (Mental and 

Behavioral Health, n.d.). 

 

Micro and Macro Practice Consequences 

Due to the lack of school-based mental health programs, children lack 

adequate access to the services. In California, an estimated 700,000 school-

aged children have mental or behavioral health needs (Thornton, 2020). The 

consequences of the lack of school-based mental health programs at a micro 

level can be seen in peer relationships, academic decline, poor attendance rates, 

individual unmet social and emotional needs, and poor access to care (Iowa 

Department of Human Services, 2018; Richter et al., 2022). In California, there 

has been an increase in the last decade of high school students reporting 

feelings of depression and suicidal thoughts (Thornton, 2020). On a macro level, 

87% of public schools reported that due to lack of funding, they could not 

effectively provide mental health services to all students (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2022). 
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Contributions of Findings 

The findings of this research will bring awareness to the importance of 

school-based mental health services. This pilot study aims to create a 

questionnaire regarding services provided at a southern California school district. 

These questions will be a steppingstone for gauging the outcomes of the mental 

health program that is currently utilized in the district. On a micro level, this study 

will help future mental health interns placed in school districts to understand that 

programs are based on research. This study can influence funding possibilities 

for school districts for mental health programs. At a mezzo level, this study will 

help Southern California communities with this much-needed student resource. 

Finally, at a macro level, other communities will have the opportunity to assess 

the outcomes of the program to possibly implement the same or similar 

strategies. Therefore, the research question for this pilot study is as follows: 

What are the outcomes of mental health services provided to K-12 students at a 

Southern California school district? 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the current research that 

highlights the importance of mental health programs in k-12 schools. It sheds 

light on the seriousness of children struggling with mental disorders and validates 

the need for mental health programs in schools as a potential to support their 

students emotionally and academically. According to McIntosh and colleagues 

(2021), schools in California have begun to observe the need for on-site mental 

health programs and have adopted evidence-based programs such as Positive 

Behavioral Intervention and Support (PBIS) (McIntosh et al., 2021). A Southern 

California School District has developed a mental health program to serve its 

diverse student population. This program supports students who are struggling 

with mental disorders while also striving to support families who face barriers to 

outside resources. 

 

Literature Review 

As presented in the National Association of School Psychologists (2021), 

school-aged children and adolescents in k-12 spend approximately thirty-five 

hours a week in school. One in five children and adolescents experience a 

mental disorder during their school years that includes but is not limited to stress, 
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anxiety, depression, panic attacks, grief, and trauma. The symptoms of these 

disorders can present themselves as defiance, fussiness, harm to self and/or 

others, and excessive anger. Roughly one in six students experience enough 

emotional and/or behavioral symptoms to be diagnosed with a childhood mental 

disorder (National Association of School Psychologists, 2021). 

Mental disorders, as reported by the American Psychiatric Association can 

produce negative effects on the functioning of an individual in their social and 

academic life (Njoku, 2022). As Merikangas and colleagues (2010) state, mental 

disorders are a widespread issue as one in five youth will experience a mental 

disorder in their life. Although there has been advancement in public knowledge 

of mental disorders in children and adolescents, there remains a significant 

proportion of those who have never received mental health services (Merikangas 

et al., 2010).  

Benbenishty and colleagues (2018) surveyed high school students in the 

state of California and found that one in five high school students have thoughts 

of suicide. These findings were significant as suicide thoughts are the precursors 

to individuals attempting suicide. Experiences such as school violence, 

cyberbullying, and discrimination have a connection with the rise in suicidal 

ideation among this age group (Benbenishty et al., 2018). In 2020, the California 

Department of Public Health (2020) utilized statewide data and found that five 

individuals under the age of 10 committed suicide. In addition to these findings, 

67 individuals under the age of eighteen had notable circumstances surrounding 
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the suicide event such as 22% had a recent crisis, 15% experienced school 

problems, 15% experienced relationship problems, 15% were involved in a 

recent argument, 9% were experiencing a substance dependency, and 7% 

experienced the effects of COVID-19 (California Department of Public Health, 

2020). 

Too many children and adolescents in the state of California do not have 

access to mental health services. Services that assess children for mental and 

behavioral health needs. Providing service at school can be effective, practical, 

and efficient. School-based mental health services reduce the barrier of 

transportation to outside facilities, therefore increasing mental health outcomes 

(Benbenishty et al., 2018; Richter et al., 2022; Thornton, 2020).  

The California Department of Education (2022) states that to have a 

successful school-based mental health program, there needs to be support 

between school and district administration that includes school nurses, mental 

health professionals, school counselors, psychologists, social workers. Also, 

collaboration with state and federal partners such as statewide local agencies, 

and community-based organizations (California Department of Education, 2022). 

School-based mental health is needed for the implementation of programs that 

help prevent physical, mental, and behavioral episodes. By taking preventative 

measures, these programs will decrease the need for extensive mental health 

services. Many program needs can be supported through federal funding by 
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billing medical programs and utilizing state and federal grants and awards 

(California Department of Education, 2022). 

School districts in southern California have assumed the central role in 

offering mental health assistance to their students (Behavioral and Mental 

Health, (n.d.). According to the California Department of Education (2023), a 

southern California school district has approximately 20,000 students enrolled 

with 84.5% of those being socioeconomically disadvantaged, 19.3% being 

English language learners, and 0.6% being foster youth. Also mentioned are the 

moderate rates of suspension, chronic absenteeism, and the 1.2% decline in 

graduation rate with 86% graduating (California Department of Education, 2023). 

The community predominantly consists of individuals and families from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds with an average per capita income of about $25,000 

(U.S. Census Bureau). All these factors give the students in this district a greater 

chance of experiencing some type of mental disorder. A report by SAMHSA 

(2018) found a relationship between mental disorders and poverty. It details how 

poverty can escalate the onset of mental disorders and elevate the likelihood of 

residing below the poverty line (SAMHSA, 2018). 

A systematic review done by Bains and Diallo (2015) on school-based 

mental health services aimed to gauge the effectiveness of services. There was 

a total of twenty-three studies included in the review. All studies focused on the 

accessibility and content of mental health services. Data collection consisted of 

surveys, retrospective analysis, qualitative analysis, longitude studies, descriptive 
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studies, mixed methods, and secondary analysis (Bains & Diallo, 2015). The 

findings indicated that students who demonstrated high-risk behaviors were more 

inclined to seek out mental health services. The review also found that most 

students seeking mental health services had lower academic grades. This 

suggested that there could be a range of issues impacting the students’ learning 

abilities (Bains & Diallo, 2015). 

A meta-analysis conducted by Sanchez and colleagues (2018) also 

examined the overall effectiveness of school-based mental health programs. The 

analysis consisted of 43 controlled trials that involved 49,941 elementary children 

who met the criteria for selection. Their analysis concluded that the effectiveness 

of programs varied based on the type of intervention utilized (Sanchez et al., 

2018). Targeted interventions had the largest effect, followed by selective 

prevention, and lastly universal prevention (Sanchez et al., 2018). 

A study by Jones and Lee (2022), used technology to evaluate the mental 

health of 243 diverse elementary school students. The application Let Art 

Unleash Great Happiness (LAUGH) allowed the students to participate in mindful 

breathing exercises while creating unique digital art and listening to their heart-

synchronized music for 12 weeks. The application allowed students to focus on 

their mood and energy levels while encouraging self-awareness and self-

management skills. The results from this study showed a positive impact on the 

students’ mood over time. These findings imply that mindfulness practices and 



10 
 

art activities can have a positive effect on students’ emotional regulation and 

social-emotional well-being(Jones & Lee, 2022). 

The Southern California school-based mental health program meet 

students at their individual needs, offering support, dismantling social and 

emotional barriers, forging community connections, supplying resources, and 

nurturing social, emotional, and physical well-being. By doing this, the district 

collaborates with students to empower them while providing them the chance to 

excel  

 

Gaps in Research 

Although K-12 mental health programs have become more prevalent 

throughout communities, there remain several gaps that warrant further research. 

Being that school-based mental health programs are new, it is difficult to gauge 

their long-term effectiveness. A lack of research focuses on the diversity and 

cultural sensitivity of accessing mental health services. More research is needed 

on this topic so that programs can be tailored to the specific needs of students 

from diverse cultural backgrounds. A lack of research on access and equity for 

students facing the barriers of stigma and the availability of services in 

underserved communities warrants further studies. Most studies available 

focused on the interventions of the students who were already experiencing a 

mental disorder, more literature is needed to examine prevention methods. 

Lastly, there is a shortage of research that examines parent and community 
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involvement as it relates to increasing the involvement of parents in mental 

health education and the intervention programs that are being implemented. 

Future research on these limitations will help mental health professionals 

understand evidence-based approaches that promote positive student mental 

health. Further insight can also establish a platform for future policy development 

that can positively impact the needs of the diverse student populations. 

 

Theories Guiding Conceptualization 

Social workers in collaboration with their clients, use theories to guide their 

practices. Theories are a necessary component of the practice as they guide 

social workers in understanding human behavior, social issues, and the 

dynamics of relationships. By utilizing a theory that is relevant to a client’s 

situation, there will be better outcomes regarding assessments and the 

interventions used. Therefore, the theories that will be utilized in this study are 

general systems theory and cognitive behavioral theory. 

One guiding theory used in this study is the general systems theory. 

Riedel Bowers and Bowers (2017) explain the general systems theory as a unit 

has many parts to it. Different aspects make up a client’s distinctive 

circumstances (e.g., family, friends, religion, ethnicity, socioeconomic status). 

When broken down into smaller systems, social workers can examine clients 

within the environment of their entire system (Riedel Bowers & Bowers, 2017).  
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Another theory that will be used in this study and that is widely used in 

school-based mental health is cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT). The CBT 

stems from the cognitive theory in which the focus is on a person and their 

interactions with their environment (Alahmad, 2020). Cognitive theory aims to 

understand how the individual thinks about social reality (Chatterjee & Brown, 

2017). CBT within school-based mental health can examine problem behaviors 

being influenced by thoughts. CBT looks at the way individuals perceive, think, 

process, and respond. CBT’s conceptual clarity examines events that led to 

problem behaviors while incorporating interventions like the stages of change 

model and motivational interviewing to reinforce new behaviors. CBT is used 

widely in school-based mental health and is beneficial to mental health 

professionals. Professionals must be equipped with interventions related to CBT 

that can recognize distorted thought processes and problem behaviors. 

Professionals can then begin working with students utilizing the stages of change 

model and motivational interviewing to reinforce new behaviors.  
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CHAPTER THREE: 

METHODS 

 

Introduction 

Among various review methodologies for analyzing scientific research, a 

scoping literature review emerged as the most suitable approach for this study. It 

is designed to target literature that is available on school-based mental health. 

This study will use a scoping literature review to investigate, identify, and analyze 

relevant studies concerning school-based mental health programs accessible to 

children and adolescents. Additionally, this study will include a discussion on how 

its findings impact the social work profession. This chapter will cover the study’s 

objectives and methodology. This includes the sampling approach, the 

instruments used for data collection, the data collection procedures, ethical 

considerations regarding human subjects, methodological concepts applied in 

data analysis, and a comprehensive study. 

 

Study Design 

This study aims to identify research on school-based mental health 

programs and their outcomes. It will also identify gaps in the literature, grasp key 

concepts from existing literature, and propose data instruments to use in program 

evaluation. To determine the outcomes of students who participate in school-

based mental health programs. This exploratory project utilizes a scoping 
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literature review to analyze the existing literature on school-based mental health 

programs and student participation outcomes. Pre-established criteria for 

inclusion and exclusion will be employed to mitigate bias that ensures the 

delivery of dependable conclusions. We propose to utilize a population, concept, 

context (PPC) framework to identify population characteristics, main concepts, 

and the central idea of what we aim to measure (Pollock et al., 2022). 

One notable advantage of using a scoping literature review is the 

independence of human subject participation as it relies on literature from prior 

research for data collection. Furthermore, it provides the advantage of examining 

a data instrument for program evaluation to measure the outcomes of school-

based mental health programs. Additionally, a scoping literature review is not 

restricted by numerous methodological constraints due to the primary objective of 

gathering extensive literature for analysis. A limitation that may arise is the scope 

of the articles’ publication. To ensure this study contains recent knowledge of 

school-based mental health programs, we confined our research to studies 

between 2013-2023. Lastly, the selection of studies will be limited to peer-

reviewed scholarly articles (e.g., EBSCOhost, Google Scholar, One Search, 

PsychInfo, and SAGE Journal databases). The PCC framework will help break 

down collected information to clarify the research question. 
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Sampling 

Specific criteria were utilized in selecting articles for this scoping literature 

review to ensure relevance and comprehensiveness. The criteria include 

focusing on articles that examine school-based mental health programs, are 

published in peer-reviewed scholarly articles, are written in English, conducted in 

the United States, and within the last decade (2013-2023) to ensure current 

research and information. Additionally, as mentioned previously, all articles will 

be accessible through credible search engines (e.g., EBSCOhost, Google 

Scholar, One Search, PsychInfo, and SAGE Journal databases). 

 

Data Collection and Instruments 

Specific criteria were utilized in selecting articles for this scoping literature 

review to ensure relevance and comprehensiveness. The criteria include 

focusing on articles that examine school-based mental health programs, are 

published in peer-reviewed scholarly articles, are written in English, conducted in 

the United States, and within the last decade (2013-2023) to ensure current 

research and information. Additionally, as mentioned previously, all articles will 

be accessible through credible search engines (e.g., EBSCOhost, Google 

Scholar, One Search, PsychInfo, and SAGE Journal databases). A data 

collection instrument was utilized that was created by (George & Laitano, 2023). 
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Procedures 

In searching for peer-reviewed articles, specific keywords were used to 

collect relevant prior research for this study. The following keywords were used 

to search the California State University of San Bernardino’s (CSUSB) library 

database as well as Google Scholar: Mental health disorder, mental health, 

children with mental health disorders, adolescents with mental health disorders, 

school-based mental health programs, outcomes of school-based mental health 

programs, evidenced-based intervention, evidence-based practice, treatment of 

children with mental health disorder, and treatment of adolescents with mental 

health disorder. 

The criteria for selecting relevant research in this study are as follows: all 

publication materials are peer-reviewed and empirical articles, all the utilized 

material will be published in English, all articles will be accessible through the 

CSUSB library database as well as Google Scholar, all articles will be kept to 

within the last decade (2013-2023), studies will adhere to the population of 

students in k-12 public schools receiving school-based mental health services, 

and all articles and research will have been conducted in the United States. 

 

Protection of Human Subjects 

This study does not require the participation of human subjects since the 

data collection will be obtained using literature from research. This is a proposal 

for future research to be conducted through proposed questions. Nonetheless, to 
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make certain that this study will go through an initial Collaborative Institutional 

Review Board Training Initiative (CITI) IRB review. 

 

Data Analysis 

An initial step in the process of analyzing data involved the identification of 

relevant studies through search engine databases. Using keywords, the 

reviewers were able to search these databases for articles related to school-

based mental health programs and outcomes. The articles were then evaluated 

and selected or excluded based on the decided criteria. The reviewers will work 

independently to chart and extract the data from the studies using a standardized 

form. The form will then utilize relevant information such as author, publication 

year, study design, participant demographics, interventions, and outcomes of 

school-based mental health programs. All information and discrepancies should 

be discussed and resolved between both reviewers. 

Working collaboratively, the reviewers categorized the findings by 

identifying common themes in the outcomes of the programs, including academic 

achievement, behavior outcomes, mental health outcomes, readiness to learn, 

and motivation to learn. Visual representations of the findings will be presented in 

tables to describe the methodology, target population, and outcomes of school-

based mental health programs. The review of research is designed to identify the 

relevant and evidence-based practices and interventions of school-based mental 

health programs. 
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Summary 

In short, this study aims to explore the available research on school-based 

mental health programs and their outcomes, identify research gaps, and create a 

data instrument to be used for future research. This chapter reviews the design 

and procedure for this scoping literature review. A scoping literature review was 

chosen for this study as it does not require the participation of human subjects as 

data is collected from previous research. Furthermore, a proposal for future 

research is suggested by the data instrument designed in this study. No human 

subjects were used in this study. The method of descriptive study with mixed 

methods allows for future researchers to utilize the instrument designed when 

conducting future qualitative data collection on school-based mental health 

programs and their outcomes. 
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Data Collection and Extraction Spreadsheet 

Data extraction tool adapted from George & Laitano (2023). 
 

Data Charting 
THE OUTCOMES OS SCHOOL-BASED MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES AT A 

SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA SCHOOL DISTRICT A PROPOSED PILOT 
STUDY 

Data Extraction Tool 
A. Persons responsible for article   
B. Bibliographical data 

APA reference 
Country of origin where study was 
published 
County of origin where study was 
conducted 
School district where study was 
conducted 

 

U. Methodology 
            Type of research method used 
            Aim / purpose of study 

 

U. Population 
            School demographics 
            Participants demographics 
            Inclusionary criteria of the study 
            Exclusionary criteria of the study 

 

      E.  Interventions 
            Intervention type(s) 
            Category of intervention(s) 
            Number of intervention(s) used 
            Duration of intervention(s) used 

 

      F.  Results 
           Overall research findings of study 

 

      G.  Key findings 
            Key findings that relate to the 
scoping  
            literature review question 
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