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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.

MHANYS has established the School Mental 
Health Resource and Training Center 
(SMHRTCenter) to support all New York 
State  public and private schools to implement 
Chapter 390 of the Laws of 2016, requiring 
mental health instruction as part of the K-12 
health curricula. The Center staff and project 
partners are committed to helping schools 
comply with the required mental health 
education of students, identify resources and 
develop mental health lesson plans and curriculum, 
develop and implement a plan for professional 
development, establish community partnerships to 
support mental health education and services, 
and engage and support families.
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To learn more about the SMHRTCenter,  
visit: mentalhealthednys.org.

To learn more about MHANYS, 
 visit: MHANYS.org.

Welcome to the 2026-27 school year!  

The School Mental Health Resource and Training (SMHRT)Center is here to support you.

Middle school can be a difficult time for students. There are many developmental changes, new 
demands on time management skills, and the need to develop and maintain relationships with multiple 
teachers. 

This Back to School Guide will provide tips for families and educators to help students during this 
critical time of development. The guide has tools to help you support students with stress management, 
dealing with troubling current events, and the impact of development in middle school.

Along with providing resources such as this, the SMHRTCenter works to support families, caregivers 
and, educators throughout the year. The SMHRTCenter offers a free monthly online Family Education 
series. We regularly present to PTAs and family groups to discuss the importance of family engagement 
and current topics including the impact of social media on youth mental health. The SMHRTCenter 
also hosts a free online movie event to help keep conversations about mental health going  when school 
is not in session. For educators and school staff, the SMHRTCenter offers resources, professional 
development opportunities, a monthly Educator Cafe, and a School Mental Health Summer Academy, 
all at no cost. 

To learn more about all the ways the SMHRTCenter can support you and your family visit the Family 
and Community section of our website.

About this Back to School Guide

https://www.mentalhealthednys.org/
https://mhanys.org/
https://www.mentalhealthednys.org/
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Addressing Discussions About World Events

Creating a Sense of Safety

In order to discuss difficult topics such as world events, it is important to remember that a safe space 
can provide comfort in what may be an uncomfortable topic or situation. Below are ways to create a 
safe environment. 

•	 Even though the world is uncertain, creating a feeling of safety provides comfort. This can be 
	 achieved by:

	* Creating a sense of community support
	y Remind youth that you are consistently a resource for them, no matter what

	* Validating and accepting feelings
	* Sticking to a routine

	y While also having enough flexibility to change the routine if necessary
	* Pointing out moments of hope and joy no matter how small

Responding to World Events in the Classroom

Topics in the classroom may come up that involve a lot of questions from students that could be 
emotionally charged. Here are ways to talk about these topics in the classroom.

•	 Have students create rules that will allow them to feel safe when discussing difficult topics, 
starting on the first day of school 

	* Post a physical copy of the rules as soon as possible
	* When needed, remind students of these rules and classroom expectations

•	 Allow the students to explain themselves
	* Ask follow-up questions and questions for clarification to allow the student to clearly 

	 state what they mean
•	 Take the opportunity to teach empathy skills 

	* Explain how world events could have an impact on students in the classroom and people 
in the community

•	 Support students as they work through their emotions
	* Allow the student to initiate conversations about the event when the time is right

•	 Notice when a student may need help or may be struggling
•	 Offer additional support systems within the school
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References & For More Information:

School Mental Health Ontario Mental Health Literacy Resource: How to Support Students 
After World Events
This guide emphasizes, how during challenging times, the reactions of adults will set the tone for 
students. It provides practical tips for educators to maintain a calm classroom environment and ensure 
their own well-being.

Ways to Help Students in Response to World Events 

Edutopia: Helping Students Feel Safe in an Uncertain World
This article explains how, when many educators hear the phrase “trauma-informed,” they might first 
think of students struggling with a traumatic event in their individual history. But we and our students 
live in a world where trauma happens in the present and isn’t limited to a one-time event. There is no 
magic strategy for living through hard times, but educators can support students by creating spaces 
that feel safe and joyful.

Helping Students Feel Safe in an Uncertain World

Teaching Current Events: How to Apply Teaching Strategies Effectively
This video features two educators who share their approaches to navigating complex and emotionally 
charged topics in the classroom. The teachers discuss their proven teaching strategies for addressing 
current events, emphasizing the importance of connecting history to today's world. By bridging the past 
and present, they help students develop a deeper understanding of contemporary issues and foster a 
classroom environment that encourages thoughtful and respectful discussions.

Teaching Current Events: How to Apply Teaching Strategies Effectively (Video)

Helping Children and Adolescents Cope With Traumatic Events

https://smho-smso.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Info-sheet-ways-to-support-students-world-events.pdf
https://www.edutopia.org/article/helping-students-feel-safe-uncertain-world/
https://www.edutopia.org/article/helping-students-feel-safe-uncertain-world/ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ow-aIcptrmU
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/helping-children-and-adolescents-cope-with-disasters-and-other-traumatic-events
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Developing Bodies & Minds: Why Middle School Is So Difficult

Development & How It Impacts Behavior

During the middle school years, students are going through physical and brain changes, which can add 
a layer of challenge to the school experience. See below for insight into why this may be.

•	 Physical changes
	* Negative self-image/self-consciousness
	* Low energy levels

	y May have a poor diet or inconsistent sleep habits
	* Hormonal changes

	y Heightened emotions
	y Feeling emotions more strongly

•	 Social changes
	* Focusing more on peers than family

	y Wanting to fit in
	o Caring what peers think

	y Peer pressure
•	 These developmental changes can make it more difficult for students to understand their own 

feelings, thoughts, and emotions

Risk-Taking in Teens 

•	 Normal brain development causes teens to become more likely to take risks
	* Risk-taking is not always negative

	y Teens are more likely to try new activities, such as sports
•	 Supporting teens when taking risks

	* Listen nonjudgmentally
	* Allow teens to take some risks, giving them the opportunity to learn from their mistakes
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References & For More Information:

Why Middle School Feels Especially Challenging for Students
This article explains how rapid emotional and physical development, coupled with increased 
academic and social pressure, combines to make middle school uniquely challenging. The importance 
of emotional well-being for students and the connection between wellbeing and learning are also 
emphasized.

Why Middle School Feels Especially Challenging for Students

Association for Middle Level Education Video on Middle Schoolers 101: Keys to Young 
Adolescent Development
Middle school is a big deal! Kids undergo intense developmental change while setting lifelong learning 
patterns, behaviors, and attitudes that they’ll carry into adulthood.  So, who are these middle schoolers? 
And how can school communities support them through this critical time? In this video, we explore 
young adolescent development.

Middle Schoolers 101: Keys to Young Adolescent Development (Video)

Scholastic Parents: Social Development in Pre-Teens (What You Need to Know)
This article helps parents understand the complexities of pre- and early adolescence so they can best 
guide their child through this stage.

Social Development in Preteens: What You Need to Know

More Resources
How You Can Help Families Understand Adolescent Development

Teens & Risk-Taking (Video)

Teenage Brains: Wired to Learn (Video)

https://www.bchigh.edu/insights/why-is-middle-school-so-hard
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSwpU1wSzFQ
https://www.scholastic.com/parents/family-life/social-emotional-learning/development-milestones/social-development-11-13-year-olds.html
https://www.scholastic.com/parents/family-life/social-emotional-learning/development-milestones/social-development-11-13-year-olds.html
https://www.scholastic.com/parents/family-life/social-emotional-learning/development-milestones/social-development-11-13-year-olds.html
https://nhsfec.org/helping-families-understand-adolescent-development/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kh4-R9xFAys&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1GSvzgrBKaM
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Managing or Coping with Stress

Signs of Stress and Mental Health Struggles

Stress and burnout can have similar symptoms and signs. However, stress is typically more short-term 
and can lead to burnout, which can involve more severe symptoms. Below are signs of stress.

•	 Stress
	* Changes in behavior
	* Sleep problems
	* Irritability
	* Changes in eating habits
	* Procrastination or avoidance 
	* Detachment
	* Anxiety
	* Difficulty concentrating
	* Changes in relationships
	* Withdrawal from activities that bring them joy.

Stress Management for Children

There are ways to manage stress individually, and below are some tips to offer students who are stressed 
or overwhelmed.

•	 Sleeping well
	* Limiting screen activity at night

•	 Exercising
•	 Journaling
•	 Talking it out

How Parents Can Help

Parents can impact the way kids respond to and manage stress by keeping the door open to 
communication and modeling healthy behavior. 

•	 Allow open communication 
	* Have nonjudgmental conversations
	* Listen more than you talk

•	 Model healthy coping strategies
•	 Promote media literacy along with limits on screen time
•	 Look at your child’s schedule with them and see if anything can be taken away or reduced
•	 Have expectations that are both reasonable and fair
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References & For More Information:

How to Help Children and Teens Manage Their Stress

How to Help Kids Navigate Friendships and Peer Relationships

More Resources
Navigating Middle School Is Tough: How Parents Can Help

6 Signs Your Child Is Burned Out

Experts Share Back-to-School Tips for Families at Every Level
NBC’s Today Show offers general back-to-school tips based on grade levels. 

Timestamps are listed below.
Elementary School Students: Start - 2:10 
Middle School Students: 2:10 -  5:15
High School Students: 5:15 - End

https://www.apa.org/topics/children/stress
https://www.apa.org/topics/parenting/navigating-friendships
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/navigating-middle-school-is-tough-how-parents-can-help-202310042979
https://www.understood.org/en/articles/signs-of-burnout-in-kids
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=31rgtwAZRi4
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Supporting Parent and Caregiver Wellness with the New York State Trauma-Informed Network 
& Resource Center and Breath-Body-Mind

This session focuses on an area of critical importance to both families and educators: supporting your 
own well-being and prioritizing self-care. 

The New York State Trauma-Informed Network & Resource Center (TINRC), funded by the New York 
State Office of Mental Health, uplifts principles of trauma-informed care and create a place for learning, 
knowledge sharing, and resources to promote trauma-informed work and wellness practices. 

This session focuses on the TINRC’s Breath-Body-Mind (BBM) initiative. BBM is a set of practices that 
can help restore balance to the nervous system, improve sleep quality and mood, reduce tension, build 
stress tolerance, and sharpen mental capacity. Denise Quamina introduced participants to the science 
behind calming the body during periods of stress and will lead you through relaxation techniques.

The presentation can be accessed here.

Resilience and Stronger School Communities Through the Arts with TeachRock’s Harmony 
Student Wellness Program

The SMHRT Center featured TeachRock to discuss their Harmony Student Wellness Program, specifically 
designed to address the mental health concerns affecting students in middle school. 

The Harmony Student Wellness Program is a Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
(CASEL)-aligned curriculum that strengthens school communities and prepares students for life.

The Educator Café can be viewed here.

Bridging the Digital Divide: Helping Parents and Caregivers Navigate the Role of Technology 
in the Lives of Children and Teens

Your child’s use of technology, including social media and AI, often increases in middle school. 

Dr. Doug Fagen of the American Academy of Pediatrics Center of Excellence on Social Media and 
Youth Mental Health shares strategies for identifying problematic media use, building healthy digital 
habits, and using conversations about technology to strengthen family relationships.

The Family Education session can be viewed here.

SMHRTCenter Webinars

https://www.traumainformedny.org/
https://www.mentalhealthednys.org/course/supporting-parent-and-caregiver-wellness-with-the-new-york-state-trauma-informed-network-resource-center-and-breath-body-mind%e1%b5%80%e1%b4%b9
https://teachrock.org/
https://www.mentalhealthednys.org/course/resilience-and-stronger-school-communities-through-the-arts-with-teachrock
https://www.mentalhealthednys.org/course/bridging-the-digital-divide-helping-parents-caregivers-navigate-the-role-of-technology-in-the-lives-of-children-and-teens-3



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.

New York State’s Be Well initiative provides practical mental wellness resources 
focused on managing stress, calming the mind and body, improving sleep and 
digital wellness, understanding trauma, and building healthy coping skills to 
support overall mental health.

Breath-Body-Mind (BBM) provides evidence-based breathing, movement, and 
mind-body practices designed to help children and adults manage stress, anxiety, 
and trauma while building resilience and emotional well-being.

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.

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

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

•	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://bewell.ny.gov/
https://www.breath-body-mind.com/
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.crisistextline.org/
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/helplines/national-helpline
http://MHANYS.org
https://mhanys.org/mh-update-sign-up/
mailto:info%40mhanys.org?subject=
https://www.instagram.com/mhaacrossnys/
https://www.facebook.com/mhaacrossnys
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/school-mental-health-resource-and-training-center
http://mentalhealthednys.org
mailto:schools%40mhanys.org?subject=
http://instagram.com/schoolmentalhealthnys
https://www.facebook.com/schoolmentalhealthNYS/

