Fostering Mental Health in Children 

Educators are responsible for growing numbers of children with a variety of needs. Children with emotional disturbances often require individual support that is difficult to provide in the classroom. In the following interview, Dr. David Case provides insight on how educators can support children with emotional disturbances. 

What are positive behavioral supports and how do they help children and educators? Children with behavioral issues are looking for attention and/or trying to meet some of their needs. Most of the time, it is through negative and destructive behavior. Positive behavioral supports provide avenues of support that reflect individual strengths of children, instead of personal deficits. This helps educators reinforce positive behavior and enhance self-esteem in students. Systems of care include the community as 'a resource. 

What does "Systems of Care" mean fol' educators? 

Educators have asked for additional assistance with students identified as emotionally disturbed (ED) for a long time. Systems of care assist educators in providing resources in the community that can help families, including students. Resources are driven by the strengths of the child, focused on the family, and culturally appropriate. In working with various agencies and service groups, educators will have the opportunity to "sit down at the table" with others, including families, to locate best practices in helping families to be successful. Systems of Care provide the place where help for children can begin and then expand. It is like synergism in that the sum of the parts is greater than the whole. This is exemplified in our local children's mental health councils across the state. 

What are the children's mental health councils? 

Councils represent a very wide array of services, individuals and agencies in the community. At these councils, "the rubber meets the road." Educators and parents come together with support from various agencies and groups to further the goals of individuals and families. The councils are not a "catch all" or cure all- they are simply a resource to help families. Families can be referred to the local council through agencies, community organizations, or self-referral. 

This process sounds similar to an IEP meeting. What is the difference? 

The focus of the IEP is a free and appropriate education. The education may be academic, social, emotional, and/or behavioral. However, it centers on the school and family. Councils and systems of care philosophy can go beyond this focus into the community, utilizing agencies and community resources to support the entire family. 

The council has a holistic perspective on working for the good of the student and family. In the councils, the whole family is the focus. The IEP process focuses on the child. We can't help the family under IEP law, but we can in our children's mental health councils. 

Dr. David Case is the special education director for the Blackfoot school district. Upcoming trainings in children's mental health include: "Developing Student Support Systems in Children's Mental Health" at the Council for Exceptional Children meeting and "Leadership Skills for all Kids", scheduled for April 2005. For more information on children's mental health councils in your area, contact the Idaho Careline, 2-1-1. 

