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After participating in this activity, learners will be able to:
1. Recognize when disruptive behavior in the classroom might be a 

sign of mental health challenges or stress.
2. Describe tools and resources to manage disruptions in the 

classroom.
3. Discuss mechanisms to engage and collaborate with families of 

children exhibiting disruptive behaviors.

Series Learning Objectives



Series Sessions

Date Session Title
January 28 Setting the Stage: Connecting Mental Health and Behavior

February 4 Behavioral Therapies: Techniques for the Classroom

February 11 Mindfulness in the Moment

March 4 Sensory and Environmental Strategies
March 11 Language and Strategies for De-escalation

March 18 Navigating Systems, Policies, and Families



Setting the stage:  
Connecting mental health and behavior 

in the classroom

Nina Sand-Loud, MD 
Becky Parton, LICSW



Children’s Current Needs

Depression and Anxiety in children has been increasing over time
 Pre-pandemic - 1 in 5 youth had MH concerns or learning disorder (Osgood 

et al, 2021), 6-10% had anxiety, 4-5% had depression, higher rates in teens 
(CDC, 2022)

 During Covid - 30-40% of kids said they were anxious, depressed and/or 
stressed (Osgood et al, 2021)

*Keep in mind the disproportionate impact on families who lost jobs, income, housing; families who didn’t have access to 
technology/internet; families living in poverty; people of color; people with disabilities; people with pre-existing mental health 
concerns; people living in areas with fewer services



Children’s Current Resilience
Nearly 4 out of 5 children ages 6 months to 5 years  (78%)  
exhibit all of 4 indicators of flourishing:
• 96% usually or always are affectionate and tender with parents or caregivers.
• 82% usually or always bounce back quickly when things do not go their way.
• 95% usually or always show interest and curiosity in learning new things.
• 99% usually or always smile and laugh.
3 out of 5 children ages 6 to 17 (60%) exhibit all of 3 
indicators of flourishing:
• 83% usually or always show interest and curiosity in learning new things.
• 72% usually or always stay calm and in control when faced with a challenge.
• 80% usually or always work to finish tasks they start.

https://www.cdc.gov/children-mental-health/data-research/index.html (Updated with data from 2022-2023)



Whole Classrooms

● Teachers have always to be thinking about the 
“greater good” and balance for the entire 
classroom

● When one child is dysregulated, it can change 
the dynamics for the whole classroom
○ Stressful for children and adults to witness
○ May encourage “copy cat” behavior
○ AND… that individual child is struggling 

and needs help!



Image from: https://www.freepik.com/premium-vector/all-behavior-is-form-communication-t-shirt_32902901.htm



Image from: https://equipforlifecoaching.com/2020/courage-to-halt-before-a-bad-decision/

https://equipforlifecoaching.com/2020/courage-to-halt-before-a-bad-decision/




How do we respond to stressful situations?

Flock                  Fawn                Fight                       Flight                    Freeze





Young Children

● Tantrums, outbursts
● Excessive crying
● Clinginess
● Mute or withdrawn
● Unable to focus or sit still during preferred activities
● Extra argumentative

*All of this has to be considered within the context of normal child development, 
looking at milestones and reasonable expectations



• Worry, might look like perfectionism or hyperfocus on a specific worry
– Social anxiety; Performance anxiety
– Overly sensitive to criticism

• Irritability, anger
• Trouble concentrating
• Withdrawal from activities; Avoidance of new or difficult activities
• Drop in grades, change in school or sports performance
• Sleep problems
• Substance use to cope
• Physical complaints (stomachaches, headaches)
• Panic Attacks

 Resource: https://childmind.org/article/signs-of-anxiety-in-teenagers/

Signs of Anxiety in the Classroom

https://childmind.org/article/signs-of-anxiety-in-teenagers/


• Irritability, anger
• (Sudden) Change in mood or demeanor (from how the youth acted previously)
• Tired, lack of energy (can be hard to distinguish from lack of sleep)
• Not turning in work, change in grades or effort
• Less interested in peers, activities or hobbies
• Missing school and/or coming in late
• Mentioning death or suicide out loud or in classwork

 Helpful to rule out trauma, life changes or big events, lack of sleep in general
 If you have a relationship with the student and traditional methods of 

engagement aren’t working, could be due to Depression
 Resource: https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/depression-factsheet.html

Signs of Depression in the Classroom

https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/depression-factsheet.html


Image from https://www.childdevelopmentclinic.com.au/adhd-and-complex-trauma.html 
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How can we support students?
• Students can’t learn if they don’t feel safe 

• Physical, emotional, social safety
• Students need to be fed
• Students need caring, consistent adults
• Adults have a shared language about trauma/stress, learning

• Have a clear plan for unsafe situations/ behavior expectations
• Look at the whole child’s well-being
• Teach new skills and give students time to practice them
• Partnership with parents/ caregivers
• Peer support for the adults who work in the school

Adapted from: https://traumasensitiveschools.org

https://traumasensitiveschools.org/


RESOURCE

https://www.nctsn.org/trauma-informed-care/creating-trauma-informed-systems/schools

There are fact and tip sheets: 
• Child Trauma Toolkit for Educators
• Fact Sheets based on age/grade about impact of trauma
• “Trauma Facts”
• Self Care tips

https://www.nctsn.org/trauma-informed-care/creating-trauma-informed-systems/schools




RESOURCE

https://www.echotraining.org/trauma-informed-schools/

There are graphics and tip sheets: 
https://www.echotraining.org/resources/

Nonviolent paradigm is an increased “understanding of the importance of using relational 
healing for relational injury.”

https://www.echotraining.org/trauma-informed-schools/
https://www.echotraining.org/resources/




RESOURCE

https://www.fosteringresilientlearners.org/

Includes handouts and study guides, new children’s book

https://www.fosteringresilientlearners.org/
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Behavioral Therapies: Techniques for the Classroom

Caroline Christie, LICSW, CSSW



Depression and Anxiety in children has been increasing over time
▪ Pre-pandemic - 1 in 5 youth had MH concerns or learning disorder (Osgood et al, 

2021), 6-10% had anxiety, 4-5% had depression, higher rates in teens (CDC, 2022)

▪ During Covid - 30-40% of kids said they were anxious, depressed and/or 
stressed (Osgood et al, 2021)

*Keep in mind the disproportionate impact on families who lost jobs, income, housing; families who didn’t have access to 
technology/internet; families living in poverty; people of color; people with disabilities; people with pre-existing mental health 
concerns; people living in areas with fewer services

A Review of What We Already Know
Thanks to Dr. Sand-Loud and Becky Parton, MSW



• Reduced Awareness and Focus
○ Why you get upset, why you feel the way you feel, what are your goals?

• Emotional Dysregulation
○ Fast, intense mood changes, mood dependent behaviors, steady negative mood

• Impulsivity
○ Acting without thinking, escaping or avoiding

• Interpersonal Problems
○ Pattern of difficulty keeping relationships steady, getting what you want, 

boundaries, isolation

How Are Students Showing Up?



Distress Tolerance to Address Impulsivity

• Caregiver Distress Avoidance
○ Intolerance of strong emotional responses

• Incongruence Between What you see and What you get
○ Social media and a lack of present moment awareness

• Pathologizing Behavior 
○ All emotions are appropriate 



What Impulsivity Can Look Like
& 

What It’s Trying to Achieve

● Disruptive (what does it get you?)
● Self-Harm
● Substance Misuse 
● Excessive Screen Time
● High Risk Behaviors
● Lying
● Sleeping
● Procrastinating 



Skill Building For Distress Tolerance

● Psychoeducation
○ We don’t have to be sneaky

● Emotion Identification
○ Students who don’t know how they feel experience more distress. There is more 

than mad, sad, and happy

● Validate Without Solving Or Removing

● Ensure Support And Accommodations Are Strength Based



Dialectical Behavior Therapy
DBT

● DBT is an effective treatment for people who have difficulty controlling their emotions 
and behaviors

● DBT aims to replace problem behaviors with skillful behaviors

● DBT skills help people experience a range of emotions without necessarily acting on 
those emotions

● DBT skills help students navigate relationships in their environment 

From DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents, by Jill H. Rathus and Alec L. Miller. Copyright 2015 by The Guilford Press.



Crisis Survival Skills

● Stressful 

● Short-Term

● Not resolvable in the Moment

● Impulse Behaviors Might Make It Worse



ACCEPTS:
Distract with ACCEPTS

Activity

Contribute

Comparison

Emotions

Pushing away

Thoughts

Sensations



Self-Soothe with Six Senses

Look at photos, posters, people, out windows…notice

Listen to music, nature, play and instrument, sing

Put on lotion, perfume, cookies, coffee

Eat favorite foods and drinks, notice what you’re eating

Pet a dog, brush your hair, use an ice pack, sensory tool

Stretch, run, walk, yoga, dance



Using Pros and Cons to Manage a Crisis

Coping skillfully with pain and impulsive urges leads to better 
results and positive momentum towards goals

Accepting Reality

Doing Things We Don’t Want to Do



Pros and Cons Exercise
Pros Cons

Old Way: Acting Impulsively 
(Leaving Class, Getting 
removed)

Distraction (ST)
Avoid Pain(ST)
Feel Better (ST)

Miss work fall behind (LT)
Removed from community 
(ST/LT)
Feel guilt/shame (ST/LT)
Reality Returns (ST/LT)
Miss chance to learn skill 
(ST/LT)

New Way: Tolerating Distress 
by choosing a skill

Better chance of understanding 
work (LT)
Better chance of connecting 
(ST/LT)
By using skills and feeling 
mastery, self-efficacy and pride 
increases (ST/LT)
Developing skills to use in 
many areas of life (LT)

You don’t escape hard feelings 
(ST/LT)
Pain is not immediately 
resolved (ST)
Requires work and effort (ST)
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Mindfulness In The Moment:
Practical Approaches to Supporting Mental 

Wellness in the Classroom
Gretchen Moulton

Student Success Coordinator 
Haverhill Cooperative Middle School ~ North Haverhill, New 

Hampshire



● Helping the student identify with their role as a student. 
● Setting expectations to ensure student success. 
● Providing structures that support the desired outcome. 
● Building and consistently maintaining a meaningful relationship with 

students. 
● Choosing “harm and repair” over “shame and punishment” (Restorative 

Practices)

I provide student support by:



Becoming aware of…

● Relationships

● Student Identity

● Restorative Practices



Building relationships is the single-most important piece to the puzzle when it 
comes to providing support. Having a solid foundation with students allows for 
both laughter and celebration, as well as a safe place to land when tough 
conversations need to be had. This goes for parents as well.

Relationships



● INQUIRE - LISTEN - INQUIRE AGAIN 
● How the student FEELS is EVERYTHING. 
● Get them to talk 
● Be consistent - Set boundaries and stick to them 
● Set clear expectations and teach students how to reach them 
● ALLOW REQUIRE VULNERABILITY Be vulnerable yourself and expect 

the same expression in return

“How do I build relationships?”



It cannot be assumed that students know how to be students today. As silly as 
that sounds, due to multiple factors including but not limited to COVID, living life 
in front of a screen, and the way the world is modeled for them and what they 
are subscribing to, students are struggling with “how to do school”. Teachers are 
taking the brunt of the fallout from the multitude of aspects that are deterring 
student success and they are burning out. Helping students gage where they are 
at and where they want to go as a student can open up a whole new world.

Student Identity



“How do I help develop student identity?”
NO JUDGEMENT ZONE! 

Keep things positive and focused on progress, not perfection 

Brainstorm the role of “student” and “teacher” with your students 

Create a list of attributes - nothing is off limits! 

Independently choose 3 aspects that can be achieved 

Journal the 3 - Review consistently and make action plans 

Come up with a way to be ACCOUNTABLE

If you’ve developed that relationship, accountability will not feel like an attack.



Restorative Practices
With a focus on “harm and repair” rather than “shame and 

punishment”, Restorative Practices provides a way to truly maintain 
the relationships you’ve built with your students while providing much 
needed accountability when things go awry. Restorative Practices is 
also a fantastic tool that can be used proactively to build community 

and develop a stronger bond.
A stronger bond = SAFETY



“How do I utilize Restorative Practices?”
Begin using Affective Statements (Impact of student’s behavior) 

States the feeling, names the behavior, and states the action you would like to see 

Ask Affective Questions (Open-ended to help elicit emotion)
“What happened?” - Gain perspective 

“What were you thinking at the time?” - Reflect 

“What have you thought since?” - Reflect 

“Who was affected by what you did?” - Accountability 

“In what way?” - Accountability 

“What do you think you need to do to make things right?”



Student Success
Behavior is the highest form of communication.
When a student’s mental health is suffering, you will see it far 
before it can be articulated. You may not feel qualified, but 
hopefully now you have a new approach and greater 
understanding so that more support can be given.

When students FEEL better, they DO better.
Offering a transparent and vulnerable space for students to 
express what they need to get out in order for them to move 
forward can be of huge benefit.



Creativity
Communication Skills

Ability to Ask Questions
Compassion

Flexibility
Good Listener

Where do you land?



Self-Care

YOU ARE IMPORTANT. 
Attending to your self-
care and own mental 

health is key! If 
necessary, seek 

guidance.

FINAL THOUGHTS: FACULTY & STAFF
You’re Not Alone

Sometimes it can feel 
like we are on an island. 
That’s simply not true! 

Be vulnerable and 
speak up if things feel 

heavy or overwhelming.

Your Best Is Enough

Practice assuming 
positive intent with 
yourself and with 

others. “Everyone is 
doing the best they can 
with the resources they 

have available.”



Gretchen Moulton 
Student Success Coordinator

Haverhill Cooperative Middle School, North Haverhill, NH 

Email: gmoulton@sau23.org               Call or text: (603) 991-6526

Thank you for this opportunity 
and thank you for your time.
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