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About

The Mental Health Association in New York
State (MHANYS) is o 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 MHANYS

health literacy, and advocating for supports Mental Health Association

and services that foster recovery and wellness. ( ’ in New York State

MHANYS maintains a powerful presence V/V

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

1 School Mental Health

students, educators, and families are empowered Resource@)Trqining Center
P 8

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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About Mental Health Matters Day

Mental Health Matters Day is an annual community mental health advocacy event organized by
the Mental Health Association in New York State (MHANYS) and the New York State chapters of

the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (AFSP). Students, educators, administrators, school

mental health professionals, and mental health advocates from across New York gather at the State
Capitol in Albany to raise awareness, share their stories, and meet with their legislators to advocate

for budget and legislative priorities to strengthen mental health in schools and communities.

Students find this experience to be powerful. They leave having gained practical knowledge of how

the legislative process works and the impact advocacy can have on their communities.

Who should attend? We encourage all high school students to attend, as mental health impacts
us all. Whether you're interested in advocacy, public policy, student leadership, or simply want to
better understand mental health and support your peers, this event offers valuable information and
opportunities for everyone. For example, this can include:

+ Health or social studies classes

- Students in Participation in Government classes

- Student government, student wellness, and other clubs

Participation in Mental Health Matters Day can support your school’s plans to meet the New York
State Department of Education requirements for civic readiness and mental health instruction
for students. For more information and technical assistance around the requirement for mental
health instruction, please contact MHANYS School Mental Health Resource and Training Center
(SMHRTCenter) at schools@mhanys.org.

This toolkit contains everything you need to plan your trip, prepare your students, and make Mental

Health Matters Day a memorable advocacy and civic experience.

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



https://www.mentalhealthednys.org/
https://mhanys.org/
https://mhanys.org/mental-health-awareness-month/
https://www.mentalhealthednys.org/take-a-training
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Pitching the Event to School Administration

Use this section to strengthen your pitch. Mental Health Matters Day is not a field trip where students

watch from the sidelines. It is an active educational and civic experience, giving students the chance

to learn, speak up, and make a difference.

Schedule a meeting or send a letter (template provided in Appendix A) to administrators to begin

the approval process. Review the talking points below to help.

What Makes This Experience Different?

Typical Field Trip

Mental Health Matters Day

Students Observe

Students actively participate in the advocacy process.

Students Listen

Students speak to their elected officials and feel
empowered as the experts on their experiences.

Passive Learning

Learning is active. Students practice advocacy in real
time and can earn community service hours.*
(subject to each school’s permission)

Connection to New York
State's Requirements Are
Indirect

Participation can support a school’s effort to meet
the New York State Education Department Civic
Readiness requirements and standards for Social
Emotional Learning.

Jacob Wolmetz
Youth Peer Advocate

"At the core of it, it's not a one-day trip ... it's fundamentally
something that will change the school’s culture and change the
students who go, and so, they take what they learned about
mental health, about youth advocacy and the importance of youth
voice, and policymaking and then bring that to your schools, to your
communities, and make a difference ... It can create a culture where
conversation is encouraged, and it can motivate other students to

get involved in advocacy, and that’s just something so important.”

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc.
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Key Talking Points for Your Pitch

. It supports your efforts to meet New York State Education Department (NYSED)

requirements.

The New York State Civic Readiness Initiative encourages schools to develop civic readiness

among their students, including opportunities for civic experiences (Part 100.5, Commissioner’s

Regulo’rions).

In 2016, New York State enacted a law requiring all schools to provide mental health instruction
for all students in grades K-12. Preparation for and participation in Mental Health Matters Day

can support a school’s efforts to fulfill these requirements. The day also supports NYSED’s Social

Emotional Learning benchmarks.

2. Students are not spectators on the sidelines. They learn from fellow youth advocates and

experts, and then have the opportunity to advocate.

At Mental Health Matters Day, students are prepared for an engaging day of action, beginning
with a morning policy orientation and briefing featuring guest speakers, the Mental Health Matters
Rally, and an opportunity to meet with their elected state legislators depending on the students’
schedule. For many students, this is the first time they have had the opportunity to speak with

elected officials and realize how powerful their voice can be.

3. It directly supports efforts to address the youth mental health crisis.

Mental health is one of the most urgent issues students are facing today. Students participating in
Mental Health Matters Day are empowered to advocate for systemic change while learning that
they are not alone in the challenges they may face.

4. It develops skills that are difficult to teach in classrooms alone.

This event gives students the real-life opportunity to practice and develop skills they are learning

in school. While sitting across from elected officials, students can practice public speaking, active

listening, respectful communication, critical thinking, and problem solving.

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc.
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END THE
STIGMA

5. It is nonpartisan.

Mental Health Matters Day is explicitly nonpartisan. It is not affiliated with any political party or
candidates. The event focuses on mental health policy, anissue that has broad bipartisan support.
Staff, students, administrators, and parents/guardians should be assured that this event is not

about politics.
6. MHANYS supports your visit.

Schools are not expected to figure out everything alone. MHANYS provides registration support,
schedules legislative meetings, provides maps, a Know Before You Go Guide, educational
materials, and day-of support. You can find all of these materials on the Mental Health Matters

Day webpage at mhanys.org/mental-health-matters-day.

For the ready-to-send pitch letter to share with your administrator, see Appendix A.

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc.
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Planning Timeline at a Glance

Use the table below as your master overview. Each phase is explained in detail in the following

pages.
Timeframe Koy Poins
* Meet with school administration to gain approval
6 Months Out - Identify who will attend

+ Begin considering travel logistics (transportation options, timing)
- Identify opportunities to incorporate lesson plans into the curriculum

- Register your group with MHANYS

- Decide if your school group will meet with legislators depending on
2-3 Months Out timing of return to school

- Begin preparing and collecting permission slips and review individual

student medical needs

+ Finalize transportation arrangements

* Plan meals and necessary accommodations for the day
1 Month Out . o : ,
- Confirm all permission slips are completed and submitted

- Send reminders and begin preparing students for advocacy, including

expectations, purpose, and key messages

- Send reminders to students and staff

- Confirm legislative meeting times and locations with MHANYS

1-2 Weeks Out * Print maps, schedules, and any required permits, including those
required for bus parking

+ Monitor weather and plan accordingly, as March conditions can vary

- Ensure all students have required information and materials
Day of Event - Review the day’s agenda and schedule
- Reinforce expectations for participation and behavior

For the Mental Health Matters Day Field Trip Planning Checklist, see Appendix D.

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc. 8



6 Months Out

Pitch the Event to Administrators

- Find out what is required to get a field trip approved at your school.

- Use the key talking points and Letter to Administration template in Appendix A to make
your pitch.

 Once approved, review the Field Trip Checklist in Appendix D.

Build Your Group

- ldentify which students, clubs, or classes will attend.

- Visit our Mental Health Matters Day webpage to watch videos and see pictures from previous

years.

+ Visit MHANYS Legislative Action Community to learn more about mental health priority

legislation.

- Start a discussion or have students research what mental health resources exist in your
community, what is missing, and what the barriers are to accessing those resources.

- If you have secured permission, register with MHANYS.

Plan Your Transportation

+ Find out whether the school will provide a bus or if you need to arrange a charter.

- Determine departure and return time constraints, including afternoon bus schedules and

after-school activities.

- If arriving by bus, request a parking permit from MHANYS when you register.

i e

is No Health

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc.
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2-3 Months Out

Register Your Group

When registration opens, visit mhanys.org/mental-health-matters-day.

MHANYS does not need the names of students. The registration will request that you provide
an estimate of the number of students along with name and contact information for the lead
chaperone, confirmation of transportation method/plans, time of arrival and departure, and

interest in legislative meetings.

Plan Your Legislative Meeting
- If you decide to attend meetings, MHANYS will schedule the meetings on your behalf.

- To help prepare, review the materials provided by MHANYS.

- Consider running mock legislative visit practice sessions in class.

Address Permission and Medical Needs
+ Send out permission slips to students’ parents or guardians (See Parent/Guardian Letter and

Permission Slip templates in Appendix C).

* Provide the school nurse with the attendance list so that any medical needs can be addressed.

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc. 10
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1 Month Out

Confirm Permission Slips and Headcount

- Collect all permission slips and finalize your headcount.

-+ Check out and follow your school’s policy on notifying teachers of student absences that day.

Confirm Transportation

+ Follow up with your transportation provider to confirm your schedule, pick-up location, and

drop-off destination.

Plan For Meals
- A light breakfast is provided at the event.

* Lunch is not provided. Decide whether students will bring bagged lunches or need to bring

money for the on-site food court. Account for dietary restrictions when planning.
y Y p g

Educate and Prepare Students
+ Begineducating studentson advocacy. Discuss what advocacy means and why itisimportant.

- Share videos on why students, educators, and community members come to Mental Health

Matters Day, and recorded remarks from previous youth advocate speakers.

+ Utilize MHANYS advocacy lesson plans (coming in September).

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc. 11
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1-2 Weeks Out

Send Reminders

- Remind students of what to bring, where and when to meet, and what to expect.

* Remind students that March weather can be cold and unpredictable. They should dress
appropriately.

* Notify teachers again of student absences per school policy.

- Confirm transportation details for the final time.

Print and Prepare Documents

+ Print building maps (sent via email prior to the event).
* Print bus permit if applicable.

- Collect any care plans and emergency contact information.

Day of the Event

Before Leaving School
- Confirm students are dressed appropriately for the weather, and they have their bagged

lunch or money for lunch.
* Ensure that students with care plans have their required medical supplies.

- Take attendance and have emergency contact information with you.

Set Behavior Expectations
- Review expectations of appropriate conduct during travel, when at the Capitol, and during

legislative meetings.

- If entering the Capitol and Legislative Office Building, attendees will go through security

screenings.

Review the Agenda

« Share the day’s agenda (sent via email prior to the event), so students know what to expect.
* Highlight meal times, breaks, and legislative meeting times.

- Collect any care plans and emergency contact information.

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc. 12



Post Mental Health Matters Day

Thank you for participating in Mental Health Matters Day!

Your feedback is crucial to making future events even better. Please take a few moments to
complete the Post-Mental Health Matters Day Survey to help MHANYS evaluate and plan for

upcoming years.

Stay engaged in advocacy by visiting our Legislative Action Community and sign up to receive

MHANYS Updates.

Looking ahead, join MHANYS in May for Mental Health Awareness Month. We'll offer educational
webinars and opportunities through our School Mental Health Resource & Training Center

(SMHRTCenter).

Suggested Activity
Debrief with students about their experience. Ask what they learned and how they plan to use

their new knowledge and advocacy skills going forward.

For the Mental Health Matters Day Field Trip Planning Checklist, see Appendix D.

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc. 13
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Tentative Day of Schedule (Subject to Change)

Please Note: The official agenda will be sent to you via email closer to the event date. Use the

schedule below as a general guide. Times are approximate.

Time Activity
Morning Program ‘ -
8:00AM - 11:00AM . Check-In - Policy Briefing
- Speakers
- Breakfast

11:00AM -12:00PM Mental Health Matters Rally

12:00PM - 4.00pM | Meetings with Legislators or Staff

+ Make time for lunch before or between visits

Please share the tentative agenda with students in advance so they know what to expect.

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc. 14



Meeting with Legislators

Legislative meetings are the heart of Mental Health Matters Day. Students have the opportunity
to speak with the policymakers, including their elected representatives and staff. Mental Health

Matters Day participants are notrequired to attend legislative meetings, butitis highly encouraged.

Why it Matters
- Efforts to strengthen community mental health and mental health in schools rely on

policymakers and their staff hearing from their constituents.

* It’'s an opportunity to educate on the priority issues, while students have the chance to share

stories and experiences from the community that highlight the need to act.

How to Prepare Students
* Incorporate lesson plans providing foundational knowledge about the legislative process.

Refer to template lesson plans and worksheets prepared by MHANYS.

* Encourage students to attend the Mental Health Matters Day 101 webinar, hosted
approximately one month before. The webinar provides an overview of the advocacy process,
a summary of the priority issues including talking points, and what to expect on the day of.

Registration for the webinar will be sent to all registered school groups, and the recording

will be posted on the Mental Health Matters Day webpage.

* Encourage students to view the issue brief recordings, which provide a short high level

overview of each specific issue, and review the written materials.
- Review the structure of legislative meetings, what to expect, what to do, and what not to do.

- If time permits, host a role-playing session for students of a legislative meeting.

Meetings are scheduled between 12:00 PM and 4:00 PM.
MHANYS will help coordinate your group's appointments after their registration.

© 2026 Mental Health Association in New York State, Inc. 15
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Appendix A: Letter to School Administration Template

Subject: Field Trip Approval Request: Mental Health Matters Day

Hello ,

I'd like to request approval to bring students to Mental Health Matters Day on

in Albany, New York. Mental Health Matters Day is an annual community mental health advocacy

event organized by the Mental Health Association in New York State (MHANYS).

This is an exciting opportunity for students to leverage what they have learned about mental health
and civics in the classroom into real-world experience. Mental Health Matters Day features three
main components: a morning policy briefing and orientation, the Mental Health Matters rally, and
an opportunity for students to meet with their elected state legislators to advocate for legislation

to enhance youth and community mental health.

An added benefit of this field trip is that it can support our school’s efforts to meet the
New York State Education Department’s civic readiness, mental health education, and Social-

Emotional Learning requirements.

Here are the event logistics:

Date:

Location: Empire State Plaza Convention Hall
Transportation: Arranged by school (MHANYS can arrange for a permit so the bus
is able to be parked for pick-up and drop-off at Empire State Plaza).

Approximate Departure Time:

Approximate Return Time:

Intended students/clubs/classes that may attend:

MHANYS provides support throughout the process. This includes helping with coordinating
registration and planning legislative meetings, providing a bus permit if needed, educational
resources, and a planning guide for educators.

| am happy to schedule a time to discuss further if you have any questions or concerns.

Sincerely,




Appendix B: Permission Slip Template

Mental Health Matters Day Permission Slip

Trip Description: Mental Health Matters Day is an annual advocacy event in Albany, New York,
organized by the Mental Health Associationin New York State. Students attend keynote presentations,
participate in a mental health awareness rally, and meet with their elected state legislators to

advocate for mental health policies that are important to them.

Trip Logistics:
Date:

Destination: Empire State Plaza, Albany, New York

Departure Time:

Return Time:

Cost:

Please fill out and return the bottom portion of this slip by

Student's Name: Grade/Class:

Teacher's Name:

Emergency Contact Information

Name: Relationship: Phone Number:

I:l | give permission for my student to attend Mental Health Matters Day on

I:l I DO NQOT give permission for my student to attend Mental Health Matters Day

Parent/Guardian Name:

Parent/Guardian Signature:

Date Signed:




Appendix C: Template Letter to Parents/Guardians

Date:

Subject: Field Trip Approval Opportunity: Mental Health Matters Day

Hello Parent/Guardian,

We invite your student to attend Mental Health Matters Day, an annual community mental health

advocacy day event organized by the Mental Health Association in New York State (MHANYS) on

at the Empire State Plaza Convention Hall and State Capitol Building in
Albany, New York.

This is an exciting opportunity for your student to leverage what they have learned about mental
health and civics in the classroom into real-world experience. Mental Health Matters Day features
three main components: a morning policy briefing and orientation with guest speakers, the Mental
Health Matters rally, and an opportunity to meet with their elected state legislators as part of a group

to advocate for legislation to enhance youth and community mental health.

To confirm your student’s participation in this field trip, please complete and sign the enclosed

permission slip. Students participating in this field trip will depart at and return at

Additional details will be provided as the date gets closer.

We are excited to provide this experiential opportunity for students.

If you have any questions, please contact

Sincerely,




Appendix D: Planning Checklist

Print this checklist and use it to stay organized throughout the planning process. Check off items as

they are completed.

Trip Information

Staff Member Planning Trip: Date of Trip:
Destination: Group/Class:
Number of Students: Number of Chaperones:

6 Months Out

|:I Received approval to attend from administration

I:l Identified students/class/club who will attend

|:| Watched the MHANYS Mental Health Matters Day Presentation (SMHRTCenter)

|:| Determined transportation method and confirmed timing restraints

2-3 Months Out

|:I Registered group with MHANYS

[ ] If applicable, let MHANYS know if bus permit is needed
|:| Identified and confirmed chaperones

1 Month Out

|:| Sent parent/guardian letter and permission slip home

|:I Submitted finalized headcount to MHANYS

|:| Confirmed transportation with provider

|:| Communicated meal plan to students (bagged lunch or food court money)
|:| Began educating students on advocacy

|:| Viewed videos of past Menal Health Matters Day events
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1-2 Weeks Out
|:| Reminded students of what to bring and day-of logitics
|:| Reminded teachers of the student absences
|:| Confirmed transportation one final time

Day of Event
Before Leaving the School
|:| Confirmed that students are dressed appropriately for the weather

|:| Ensured that students with care plans have their required medical supplies
|:| Took attendance

Set Behavior Expectations
|:| Reviewed expectations of appropriate conduct during the field trip

|:| Explained how and when students may ask for permission to leave the group

Review the Agenda
|:| Shared the day's agenda
|:I Highlighted meal time, breaks, and legislative meeting times

MHANYS
é} Mental Health Association ( SChOOI Men'l'al HeGITh

in New York State

: Resource Y Training Center

. . - Visit our website mentalhealthEDnys.org to explore more helpful
- Visit our website mhanys.org to explore more helpful resources,

resources, webinars, and guides.

- Sign up for our MH Updates and receive updates to your inbox.

- Contact us directly at info@mhanys.org or call 518 - 434 -0439. )
- Cont d L hools@mhanys.org 518 - o) .
- Follow us on Instagram, Facebook and LinkedIn: @ MHAacrossNYS ontact us directly at schools@mhanys.org or call 516 - 434 -0439

- Follow us on Instagram, Facebook and LinkedIn: @ schoolmentalhealthNYS

- Sign up for our monthly newsletter
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