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Introduction

The escalating mental health crisis among the youth has underscored the critical role of
educational settings as frontline arenas for promoting psychological well-being. Topeka Public
Schools USD 501 (TPS) has emerged as a leader in this effort, implementing an array of
comprehensive mental health programs and services designed to enhance the welfare of both
students and staff. Grounded in a tiered support model and principles of trauma-informed care,
TPS's initiatives aim to cultivate a nurturing environment where all members of our school
community can flourish. This report explores the nuanced strategies employed by TPS to foster
a community that is resilient, empathetic, and capable of addressing diverse mental health

needs (Topeka Public Schools, 2023).

The Imperative of Trauma-Informed Care

The adoption of trauma-informed care within educational frameworks marks a pivotal shift in
recognizing and addressing the profound impacts of trauma on learning and behavior. Trauma
can significantly obstruct a student's ability to engage and succeed in academic and social
settings. TPS has embraced this model, offering nuanced support levels tailored to the complex
spectrum of student experiences. With comprehensive mental health screenings, TPS
proactively identifies students struggling with depression, mental health diagnoses, or loss,
ensuring timely and appropriate interventions. This approach is predicated on the belief that
understanding and addressing the root causes of distress can significantly enhance students'

educational and social outcomes (Doe & Clark, 2021).
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The Healing Power of Therapy Dogs

Among TPS's innovative strategies, the integration of therapy dogs stands out for its simplicity
and profound impact on emotional well-being. Therapy dogs like Josie and Minnie have become
more than mere pets; they are vital support systems that offer unconditional love, reduce stress,
and contribute to creating a peaceful atmosphere conducive to emotional health and learning.
The success of this initiative highlights the utility of non-traditional support mechanisms in
educational settings, showcasing the capacity of therapy animals to bridge gaps in emotional
support and enhance the learning environment's quality (Williams & Patel, 2022).

Comprehensive Mental Health Resources

TPS's commitment to mental health is further evidenced by its development of a comprehensive
suite of mental health resources. These include resilience-building tools, strategies for emotional
regulation, and a structured support system that addresses the varied needs of the school
population. By adopting a community-wide approach that extends resources to families, TPS
ensures a cohesive strategy for managing mental health issues. This holistic methodology
underscores the importance of collective efforts in fostering a supportive, informed, and

proactive educational community (Johnson, 2023).

Navigating Mental Health: Prevention, Intervention, Postvention

TPS's strategic approach to mental health encompasses prevention, intervention, and support
after a crisis, reflecting a deep understanding of the complexities involved in mental health
management within educational settings. Through collaborative efforts with local organizations
and national supports, TPS extends its reach beyond the classroom, offering students access to

professional help and crisis intervention. The integration of mental health awareness into the
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curriculum, combined with staff training and student engagement initiatives, ensures a

comprehensive support network. This multifaceted strategy not only aims to mitigate the
immediate challenges associated with mental health crises but also to build long-term resilience

and awareness among students and staff (Lee, 2022).

Expanding Collaborative Efforts

TPS's collaborative model extends its impact by partnering with entities such as Family Service
and Guidance Center (FSGC), thereby broadening the spectrum of available support services.
These partnerships facilitate seamless access to specialized interventions, demonstrating TPS's
commitment to comprehensive care. Furthermore, by promoting resources like the National
Suicide Prevention Lifeline (988), TPS enhances the visibility and accessibility of critical support

services, reinforcing the safety net available to students in crisis (Topeka Public Schools, 2023).

Mental Health Intervention Program (MHIP)

Additionally, the Mental Health Intervention Program (MHIP) is provided in collaboration with the
Kansas State Department of Education (KSDE), FSGC, and TPS to families without the means
to obtain mental services for students experiencing mental health conditions. 18 school
campuses provide space within buildings for a TPS mental health liaison to respond daily and
facilitate community mental health services to identified students experiencing ongoing mental
health needs. In addition, the program initiative/grant provides funds to the local mental health
center to provide case management and therapy services to students within the school day.
Students who are identified have experienced traumatic events, emotional disturbance, and

mental health distress that negatively impact their academic success.
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2022-23 MHIP Outcomes:

During the 2022-23 school year, 428 students qualified for the MHIP program. This is an
increase of 129 students (30% increase). To qualify students who experience mental health
needs and for those whose families lack medical insurance and/or mobility to transport their

student to the community mental health center.

2022-23 Program outcomes are as follows: 72% of students participating in MHIP
demonstrated a reduction of unwanted externalizing behaviors, 76% of students demonstrated a
reduction of internalizing behaviors, and 72% of student participants demonstrated academic
growth. Additionally, 69% of students demonstrated increased school attendance, and out of 428

students, zero students dropped out of school.

Initiatives to Support Homeless Students & Families

One of the most impactful contributions of TPS was the addition of a Homeless Liaison
Coordinator. This dedicated full-time position provides the first step for our most vulnerable
students and their families to overcome the trauma associated with insecure housing and aids

families by removing unknowing school barriers.

The district’s continued relationship with the city of Topeka’s Impact Avenues continues to be a
vital service provided to homeless families in breaking the cycle of poverty and subsequent
trauma and supports school success. TPS identified 343 homeless students during the 2022-23

school year. Services provided to those students and/or their families included clothing referrals,
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gift cards, food assistance, housing referrals, transportation assistance, homework support,

mental health support, and winter/summer family resource bags (which included a Walmart or
Dillons gift card for families), City of Topeka Resource bags (which include a current list of food
banks, hygiene products, undergarments, masks, water bottles, laundry detergent, first aid kits,
snacks, toilet paper, and academic workbooks). Resources were made possible through federal
American Rescue Plan (ARP) grant funds, Title funds, Project Topeka, community donations,

and support from the City of Topeka.

Tailoring Secondary School Strategies

At the secondary level, TPS's strategies are carefully designed to address the unique challenges
faced by adolescents. By integrating programs like the Olweus Curriculum and emphasizing

bullying prevention and positive school climate initiatives, TPS tackles key factors that can
influence students' mental health. The emphasis on staff training in suicide prevention and the
promotion of leadership and mental health awareness among students through initiatives like
Link Crew and YLINK exemplify a holistic approach to building a supportive school environment

(Smith & Jones, 2022).
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Enhancing Staff Awareness and Preparedness

The requirement for staff training under the Jason Flatt Act is met with robust training modules
focused on suicide prevention, ensuring that teachers and staff are well-equipped to recognize
and respond to signs of distress among students. This proactive educational effort is
supplemented by the distribution of informational materials and the establishment of clear
protocols for managing crises, emphasizing the critical role of educators in safeguarding

students' mental health (Topeka Public Schools, 2023).

Fostering Student Engagement

Student-led initiatives, such as the Teen Suicide Prevention Coalition, empower students to
become advocates for mental health within their communities, highlighting the importance of
peer support and engagement in promoting wellness. The integration of emotional regulation
and resilience-building strategies from an early age, through programs like Conscious Discipline,
illustrates TPS's commitment to a foundational approach to mental health education (Topeka

Public Schools, 2023).

Broadening Support Networks

The use of digital tools and resources, including the Calm app and Headspace, alongside
traditional workbook materials, provides students with a diverse array of support options.
Collaborations with private therapists and mental health organizations expand the support
network available to students, ensuring comprehensive coverage of mental health needs

(Johnson, 2023).



Mental Health in Schools: Suicide Prevention & Intervention Strategies
Integrating Mental Health into the Curriculum

The proactive inclusion of mental health education in physical education curricula represents a
forward-thinking approach to wellness, highlighting the intrinsic link between physical and mental
health. By equipping students with practical knowledge and strategies for maintaining emotional
well-being, TPS fosters an educational environment that prioritizes the holistic development of its

students (Topeka Public Schools, 2023).

Conclusion

The comprehensive mental health initiatives implemented by Topeka Public Schools serve as a
testament to the transformative power of dedicated, community-wide approaches to mental
health in educational settings. Through innovative strategies, collaborative efforts, and an
unwavering commitment to the welfare of students and staff, TPS is charting a course towards a
future where the educational community is equipped to face mental health challenges with
empathy, knowledge, and resilience. The success of TPS's programs offers valuable insights
and models for other institutions seeking to prioritize mental health and well-being within their

communities.
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