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About
The Mental Health Association in New York State 
(MHANYS) is a statewide non-profit organization 
and an affiliate of Mental Health America that has 
served New Yorkers for over 65 years. Its mission 
is to improve the lives of individuals, families, and 
communities by raising awareness, reducing stigma, 
increasing mental health literacy, and advocating 
for supports and services that foster recovery and 
wellness. MHANYS maintains a powerful presence 
through its network of 24 affiliates covering 50 
counties and is guided by a framework known as "The 
MHANYS Way." This framework focuses on early 
identification and proactive community support. 
The organization is symbolized by the Mental Health 
Bell, a bell cast from discarded asylum shackles to 
ring out a message of hope and victory over mental 
illness.

The School Mental Health Resource and Training 
Center (SMHRTCenter) was established by 
MHANYS in 2018 to support the implementation of 
New York’s first-in-the-nation law requiring mental 
health instruction in K-12 curricula. The Center’s 
goal is to ensure that students, educators, and 
families are empowered with the knowledge and 
resources to support their emotional well-being 
and mental health. The SMHRTCenter provides 
free professional development, monthly Educator 
Cafes," Family Education Webinars," and a signature 
annual School Mental Health Summer Academy. As 
of March 2026, nearly 72% of school districts across 
New York State have participated in the Center's 
educational offerings.
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Purpose

Compassionate communication is a critical component in supporting children’s mental well-being. As Mental 
Health America explains, “effective compassionate communication breaks down barriers, allowing for a more 
accurate understanding of personal experiences and fostering a more supportive environment ¹.” Nowhere are 
these supportive environments needed more than for children in the classroom and at home.

This guide provides both educators and families tools to engage in effective, compassionate, and respectful 
conversations with students and each other. 

The guide contains resources on:
	y How incorporating the Dignity Index will lead to less divisiveness when having difficult conversations.
	y How Bring Change to Mind increases a youth’s ability to project their voices effectively. As well as how 

engaging in active listening with youth contributes to compassionate communication. 
	y How educators can ensure compassionate communication in the classroom.
	y How educators and families can have effective conversations when discussing mental health concerns of 

children in their care.
	y How parents and caregivers can engage in conversations on mental health with children of all ages.

The SMHRTCenter supports all New York State public and private schools in implementing mental health  
instruction as part of the K-12 health curricula. All services are available at no cost to schools.

To learn more about the SMHRTCenter,  
visit: mentalhealthednys.org

To learn more about MHANYS, 
 visit: MHANYS.org

http://mentalhealthednys.org 
http://MHANYS.org
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Ensuring Compassionate Communication by Utilizing the Dignity Index

Ensuring dignity and respect in the manner in which members of school communities communicate with 
each other is a critical component of mental well-being. In March of 2026, the SMHRTCenter partnered 
with the Dignity Index for our web-based Educator Cafe and Family Education offerings. 

The Dignity Index is an eight-point scale for measuring how we talk to each other when we disagree. 
The Index is grounded in a few core beliefs: Contempt causes division; dignity eases division. If we put a 
spotlight on dignity and contempt, we will use more dignity and show less contempt. If we demonstrate to 
people how they can help ease our divisions, they will jump on the opportunity. ²

The Dignity Index believes that the divisions in our country are not caused by disagreements; 
they’re caused by contempt, and they can be healed with dignity. But we can’t change what we 
don’t talk about.  That’s why we created the Index – to stir up conversations about how we treat each 
other. When we put a spotlight on dignity and contempt, we use more dignity and less contempt.  
We see it happen over and over.  And when we reach a critical number of people who are changing 
themselves, we’ll have a constituency for dignity that can change the culture. ³

To learn how we can incorporate the Dignity Index into your school community, you can visit: dignity.us/
resources

http://dignity.us/resources
http://dignity.us/resources
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The Importance of Actively Listening to Youth in Order to Bring Change  
to Mind and Ensure Compassionate Communication

Active listening is different than just hearing what a person has to say. A good active listener puts everything 
aside and gives their complete attention to the person who is talking; asks open-ended questions to get 
more details about the topic that is being discussed (ex, “And how did that make you feel?”); and takes 
moments throughout the conversation to summarize what they’ve been told and make sure they are 
understanding clearly.4

It is especially important to engage in active listening when a youth is sharing about their mental well-being 
or mental health challenges they may be experiencing.

In February 2026, the SMHRTCenter partnered with Bring Change to Mind (BC2M) to present an 
Educator Cafe where three youths shared their experiences and perspectives on mental health. Listening 
to these youth’s perspectives will help you gain a better understanding of what the children in your care may 
be experiencing.

“BC2M activates and empowers youth to join our fight to end the stigma and discrimination surrounding 
mental illness. United, we will create and advance innovative approaches and partnerships to start mental 
health conversations, share resources, and tell stories so everyone can thrive in a stigma-free world.” 5

Use this link to watch the SMHRTCenter’s Educator Cafe featuring BC2M:

To learn more about BC2M, visit: bringchange2mind.org

http://bringchange2mind.org


6© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc.

Ensuring Compassionate Communication in the Classroom

Schools play a critical role in helping children learn how to prioritize their mental well-being and how to 
manage mental health challenges they experience. An educator’s ability to focus on well-being and to use 
compassionate communication is an essential component of classrooms rooted in mental wellness.

Key elements to ensuring compassionate communication in the classroom include:

•	Commitment to being a Positive Protective Factor - Children need adults outside of their 
families, who they know care about their well-being. It is critical that educators commit themselves 
to being a protective factor for their students. An important element of being a protective factor is 
constantly communicating and modeling the importance of mental well-being, including the ability 
to demonstrate to students how educators manage their own mental well-being.

•	Communicating That You Care - Letting students know that you care is critical to both building 
trust and sustaining compassionate communication in the classroom.

•	Focusing on the Roots of Behavior, Not the Action - Oftentimes, negative communication is the 
result of an educator reacting to inappropriate classroom behavior by a student. Taking a pause and 
reflecting on what might be causing the student’s behavior (especially if this display is unusual for 
the student) and not on the action itself can lead to more compassionate communication. Instead of 
reacting negatively, let the student know you recognize that something seems to be bothering them, 
and ask if they want to go outside to talk about it. 

•	Actively Listen Without Judgment - When a student does open up and discuss what’s bothering 
them, be present in that discussion. Let the student know at that moment that they are your only 
priority. Also, do not react to what the student is saying, as you do not want to give the impression 
that what the student is sharing is wrong.

•	Validate Student Emotions - Regulating communication about emotions in the classroom, 
placing value on wellbeing, and sharing of feelings is an important component of compassionate 
communication. It is also important to validate what students share with you and teach students to 
validate each other’s feelings. 

•	Utilize Clear, Kind Language and Be Mindful of Practicing Non-Verbal Warmth - The language 
we use, as well as our body language, play a large role in how people (especially students) perceive 
the information and/or concerns you may be sharing with them. 
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The school-based professional development offerings by the SMHRTCenter, including CTLE-accredited 
training for educators, such as Cultivating Educator Resiliency and in-class presentations for students, such 
as Understanding Stress and Stigma, can help both educators and students contribute to compassionate 
communication. 

Email schools@mhanys.org to learn more.

It is crucial that educators and school staff not only have the tools to identify the warning signs of an 
emerging mental health condition, but also know how to express these concerns and how to connect 
someone to care.

One great way to provide these tools for members of your school community is to host a Youth Mental 
Health First Aid (YMHFA) Training offered by MHANYS and the SMHRTCenter. YMHFA is an evidence-
based mental health literacy program designed for adults who regularly interact with young people (ages 
12-18). This skills-based training program teaches how to recognize the signs and symptoms of a mental 
health and/or substance use challenge. YMHFA also introduces an action plan to identify, support, and 
engage young people who may be or are struggling with mental health challenges or substance use.

To learn more about Youth 
Mental Health First Aid visit: 

mentalhealthednys.org/ymhfa-tmhfa

mailto:schools%40mhanys.org?subject=
http://mentalhealthednys.org/ymhfa-tmhfa/
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Ensuring Educators and Families Have the Tools to Engage in Effective 
Compassionate Conversations When Discussing Mental Health Concerns 
of Children in Their Care

Schools are a critically important source of 
information for families about their children, 
including information about their emotional and 
mental well-being. With children in the classroom 
for the majority of their day, teachers and school 
professionals are in a key position to notice learning, 
functioning, and behavioral problems that should be 
communicated to parents and caregivers. 6

 
Teachers, school administrators, and school health 
professionals may be the first to notice changes in a 
student’s attendance, behavior, and achievement. 
Good communication between home and school 
can be the first defense in identifying when referrals, 
interventions, and/or services are warranted. 6

Although communicating concerns is essential, 
teachers, school administrators, and school health 
professionals need to understand that such conversations can be difficult for parents. It is challenging for 
parents to learn that their child may be struggling. It may elicit a range of emotions in parents, especially if 
they were unable to recognize signs and symptoms in their children. 

Earlier, the guide detailed the importance of using clear and kind language and listening without judgment 
when communicating with students. This approach is also important to utilize when sharing mental 
health concerns with families and caregivers. Remember that the information you are sharing may be 
overwhelming, so be as clear and definitive as possible. Explain exactly what you are noticing and why it is 
concerning. 

It is also important to emphasize that mental health challenges are commonplace and manageable. 
Parents may also feel as if they are being blamed for their child’s struggles. It is important to note that it’s 
nobody’s fault, and this conversation is intended to help, not to find fault in the child or the family.
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No matter how a family reacts, it’s important to actively listen without judgment to what they are sharing. 
Remember, when communicating concerns, encourage hope and share resources. Always present a 
solution when presenting a problem. The information you are providing can be scary to families. Counter 
those understandable fears by demonstrating that help and hope are available. And that you are here to 
support them.   

School staff should avoid suggesting a mental health diagnosis and recommending prescription  
medication for a student. 6

For parents, it is essential to appreciate that a member of your child’s school community is taking the time 
to reach out and express concerns, demonstrating they care about your child’s wellbeing, and at this time 
it is important to put the difficult feelings you may feel (uncomfortable or even defensive) aside. Take 
a moment to recognize the care shown for your child. Engage in the conversation. You and your child’s 
educators are a team with the shared goal of ensuring that your child has what they need to succeed and 
be healthy. 

Considering each other’s perspectives can make challenging conversations easier. The conversation  
is being done for the child’s well-being and contributes to compassionate communication.
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Tools for Parents, Caregivers, and Educators to Engage in Compassionate 
Conversations on Mental Health with Children of All Ages.

Asking youth about their emotional or mental wellness doesn’t have to be awkward. For many parents, 
conversations with their children about mental health feel this way, especially when a young person is not 
comfortable talking about how they feel. 

Many adults were raised to consider discussions about mental health as intrusive, taboo, or even shameful, 
and now they are just as uncomfortable as their children when it comes to these critical conversations. 

Adults who challenge these difficult feelings can be a protective factor for the children and youth in their 
lives. This can help them get the help they may need. When approaching conversations, many of our 
preconceived notions and feelings can leave us questioning:

•	 How will the child respond?
•	 What if they don’t want to talk about it?
•	 What if they end up getting upset with me? 

Normalize conversations about mental health by being exploratory and observational. 

EXPLORATORY

Oftentimes, we don’t know exactly what is going on with a child, but you can tell there is a dramatic change 
in behavior, a noticeable disruption in their ‘3-R’s’ (relationships, responsibility, and recreation), or maybe 
that something is off. 

In these situations, instead of asking yes/no questions (such as “Are you ok?”), It is helpful to start a 
conversation that invites a child to share beyond a one-word answer. 

Examples of Exploratory Questions

 
Note that not all conversation starters need to be questions; oftentimes, using a caring statement and a 
moment of silence (which can be uncomfortable, but is necessary) is all it takes to get a youth to share.

“It seems like something’s up. Let’s talk 
about what’s going on.” 

“I’ve noticed you’ve been down 
lately. What’s been going on?”

“It seems to me that you 
haven’t been yourself lately. 

What’s up?”

“I haven’t heard you 
laugh or seen you 
smile in a while. I’m 
here for you.” “I see that you haven’t been 

outside playing ball with your 
friends. Let’s talk about why.”
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OBSERVATIONAL

When noticing a change in behavior or a disruption in the “3-R’s,” it’s important to focus on the reason or 
emotion behind the action rather than the action itself. 

Avoid asking “Why are you (not)_________” and instead, state what you are noticing and work together to 
identify what might be behind the behavior.

Examples of Observational  Questions

“I’ve noticed that you seem more 
nervous lately. What’s going on?” 

‘Have you noticed that you’re not 
eating all your lunch lately?  

I wonder if something is 
 bothering you?’

“I haven’t seen you joking 
around like you used to. 

What’s up?”

“I’ve noticed you’ve been a 
bit more withdrawn lately and 

spending more time alone in your 
room. I am here to talk.”

“You seem to get very nervous 
on Sunday nights. Is everything 

okay at school?  What can I do to 
support you?”

The SMHRTCenter also has presentations to support families and regularly participates in PTA/PTO 
meetings and at school-based family health fairs. 

To learn more about the SMHRTCenter’s family offerings, visit: mentalhealthednys.org/family-and-
community

ENDNOTES
1.	 https://mhanational.org/position-statements/cultural-and-linguistic-competency-in-mental-health-systems/
2.	 https://www.dignity.us/about#our-story
3.	 https://www.dignity.us/resources
4.	 https://mhanational.org/resources/supporting-others/
5.	 https://www.bringchange2mind.org/about/about-bc2m/
6.	 https://www.aacap.org/App_Themes/AACAP/docs/Advocacy/how_to_be_an_advocate/recommendations_on_

helpful_ways_for_educators_and_families_to_talk_about_mental_health_related_concerns.pdf

http://mentalhealthednys.org/family-and-community
http://mentalhealthednys.org/family-and-community
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https://www.dignity.us/resources 
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https://www.aacap.org/App_Themes/AACAP/docs/Advocacy/how_to_be_an_advocate/recommendations_on_helpfu


Resources

A hallmark of compassionate communication is the ability to provide hope and resources to someone 
struggling with a mental health challenge. The following resources are helpful for those experiencing a 
mental health crisis, as well as those who just need general support.

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline: The Lifeline provides 24/7, free and confidential 
support for people in distress, prevention and crisis resources for you or your loved 
ones. One does not need to be suicidal or in immediate crisis to utilize 988.

The Trevor Project Crisis Line: LGBTQ+ specific crisis counseling, 24/7, anywhere 
in the United States, via text, chat, or phone. 100% free and confidential.

Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to 741741 to connect with a volunteer Crisis 
Counselor—available free, 24/7 in the United States.

HOPEline: If you or someone you know needs help or just someone to talk to 
about substance use or gambling harms, contact the HOPEline. For help and hope 
24/7, call 1-877-8-HOPENY(467369) or text HOPENY (467369). Toll-free and 
confidential.  

SAMHSA’s National Helpline: a free, confidential, 24/7, 365-day-a-year treatment 
referral and information service (in English and Spanish) for individuals and families 
facing mental and/or substance use disorders.

• Visit our website MHANYS.org to explore more helpful resources, 
• Sign up for our MH Updates and receive updates to your inbox. 
• Contact us directly at info@mhanys.org or call 518 - 434 -0439.
• Follow us on Instagram, Facebook and LinkedIn: @ MHAacrossNYS

• Visit our website mentalhealthEDnys.org to explore more helpful 
resources, webinars, and guides.

• Sign up for our monthly newsletter
• Contact us directly at schools@mhanys.org or call 518 - 434 -0439.
• Follow us on Instagram, Facebook and LinkedIn: @ schoolmentalhealthNYS

https://omh.ny.gov/omhweb/crisis/988.html?utm_source=google-search&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=NYS-OMH-988-Year-2_ENG_General_NYS_GOOG-S_10/6/2025-8/31/2026_1845&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23075777512&gbraid=0AAAAA-JmjD3iPf3kQQ6qcey1PEbBlLMjC&gclid=Cj0KCQiAxJXJBhD_ARIsAH_JGjjHERBo0fXsTnHeDd1HmHnYI8tBTqlbQVKF74WS24Ul81tzfruGrxQaArZMEALw_wcB
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/get-help/
https://www.crisistextline.org/
https://oasas.ny.gov/hopeline
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/helplines/national-helpline
http://mentalhealthEDnys.org
https://mhanys.org/mh-update-sign-up/
https://www.instagram.com/mhaacrossnys/
https://www.facebook.com/MHAacrossNYS
https://www.linkedin.com/company/mhaacrossnys
http://mentalhealthEDnys.org
mailto:schools%40mhanys.org?subject=
https://www.instagram.com/schoolmentalhealthnys/
https://www.facebook.com/schoolmentalhealthNYS/
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/school-mental-health-resource-and-training-center

