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Introduction
On November 20, 2020, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Mark Treyger, will conduct an oversight hearing on “Examining Social-Emotional Learning and Support Staff in Schools.” Witnesses invited to testify include representatives of the Department of Education (DOE), students, parents, educators, mental health experts, unions, advocates, and other interested stakeholders.
Background
The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic reach beyond merely the physical health of people worldwide.  As the National Center for Biotechnology Information (NCBI) reports, isolation, social distancing mandates, and economic shutdowns created a complete alteration of the psychosocial environment in nations affected by the coronavirus.[footnoteRef:1] NCBI also reports that these measures could have devastating impacts on the mental health of young people, including creating a lack of peer contact, anxiety and reduced opportunities for youth to manage stress.[footnoteRef:2] While research on the impact of COVID-19 on young people is limited, a researcher at Monash University, Australia, reported that almost 63% of individuals age 18-24 had symptoms of depression or anxiety that they attributed to the pandemic.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  NCBI, “Challenges and burden of the Coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic for child and adolescent mental health: a narrative review to highlight clinical and research needs in the acute phase and the long return to normality.” (May 12, 2020), accessed at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7216870/.]  [2:  Id.]  [3:   Jan Hoffman, “Young Adults Report Rising Levels of Anxiety and Depression in Pandemic,” (Aug. 13, 2020), NY Times, accessed at: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/13/health/Covid-mental-health-anxiety.html. ] 

Research also shows that the mere closure of school buildings can negatively affect the well-being of students. Because schools operate as the de facto mental health system for students, many may be missing out on important social-emotional supports due to school closure.[footnoteRef:4]  For example, an examination of the National Survey of Drug Use and Health found that from 2012-2015, among all adolescents who used mental health services, 57% received some school-based mental health care.[footnoteRef:5] Additionally, school closures may be even more disruptive for students from lower-income backgrounds who are more likely to receive mental health services from their schools.[footnoteRef:6] Further, researchers suspect that the current pandemic has resulted in an increase in child physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, and neglect and that such maltreatment has been significantly underreported due to schools being closed.[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  Youki Terada, “Covid-19’s Impact on Students’ Academic and Mental Well-Being,” (June 23, 2020) Edutopia. Accessed at https://www.edutopia.org/article/covid-19s-impact-students-academic-and-mental-well-being. ]  [5:  Dr. Ezra Golberstein, Dr. Hefei Wen, Dr. Benjamin F. Miller, “Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) and Mental Health for Children and Adolescents,” 2020, accessed at: https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2764730. ]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  NCBI, “Suffering in silence: How COVID-19 school closures inhibit the reporting of child maltreatment,” Oct 2020, accessed at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7441889/] 

Impact of COVID-19 on NYC Students’ Mental Health
Like their peers across the world, New York City (NYC) students’ lives have changed significantly since the first reported cases of COVID-19. NYC students have lost loved ones and members of their school community to COVID-19, including 79 school-based employees as of June 22, 2020.[footnoteRef:8] As the current school year progresses, students continue to watch members of their school community be impacted by the pandemic. From September 14, 2020 to November 18, 2020, there were 2,324 COVID-19 positive cases in DOE schools confirmed through DOE’s random school-based testing, including 1,074 students and 1,250 staff who tested positive for COVID-19.[footnoteRef:9] Additionally, on November 18, 2020, Mayor Bill de Blasio announced that school buildings would be closing due to the city reaching a 3% testing positivity 7-day average threshold.[footnoteRef:10] The sudden closure of school buildings may be putting students mental well-being at an even greater risk as many parents, students, teachers, and pediatricians contend that in-personal learning optimizes students emotional, mental and physical wellbeing and limiting such experience is causing harm.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  New York City Department of Education, “Covid Reporting,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/news/covid-19-losses.  ]  [9:  New York City Department of Education, “Daily Covid Map,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/return-to-school-2020/health-and-safety/daily-covid-case-map.]  [10:  Eliza Shapiro, “New York City to Close Public Schools Again as Virus Cases Rise,” November 18, 2020, NY Times, accessed at: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/18/nyregion/nyc-schools-covid.html. ]  [11:  Dr. Jennifer Lighter, “Straight talk on NYC’s school closure: A pediatrician’s blunt opinion.” Nov 19, 2020, NY Daily News, accessed at: https://www.nydailynews.com/opinion/ny-oped-straight-talk-on-nycs-school-closure-20201119-iugx7h2ns5csbgdmd4wsoxq7eu-story.html. ] 

With the mental health implications of the current pandemic and the current school building closures, many wonder how the DOE will be able to meet the social emotional wellbeing of its students.
State Requirements on Social-Emotional Learning
“Schools and districts must also prioritize social emotional well-being – not at the expense of academics, but in order to create the mental, social, and emotional space for academic learning to occur.”[footnoteRef:12]	 [12:  New York State Education Department, “Recovering, Rebuilding, and Renewing: The Spirit of New York’s Schools Reopening Guidance,” accessed at: http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/reopening-schools/nys-p12-school-reopening-guidance.pdf.] 

- New York State Education Department and Board of Regents	
	COVID-19 has created unprecedented challenges to education departments and school districts across the country. Not only has it brought the challenge of introducing remote instruction on a large scale, it has required school leaders to prioritize the social-emotional well-being of students. Both the New York State Education Department (NYSED) and the Board of Regents recognize the heightened importance COVID-19 has brought to the social-emotional well-being of New York State students.[footnoteRef:13] In fact, in its school reopening guidance, NYSED acknowledges that “it is unrealistic to expect that students will return to instruction as they left it months ago.”[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id.] 

	The New York State Board of Regents conducted four virtual regional reopening task force meetings between June 15 and June 24, 2020.[footnoteRef:15] From these meetings, the Regents in collaboration with the New York State Education Department (NYSED) created a framework to provide schools “with the flexibility they will need to develop and implement creative solutions to their unique, local circumstances.”[footnoteRef:16] From those taskforce meetings it was made clear by students, caregivers, educators and advocates, that addressing social-emotional needs when schools reopen and meeting students where they are, i.e. regardless of the circumstances in which they find themselves, is critical to ensuring that students are ready to re-engage in the learning process in a meaningful way.[footnoteRef:17] As part of their reopening guidance, NYSED and the Regents identified requirements and considerations for reopening schools: [15:  New York Education Department, “School Reopening Plans,” accessed at: http://www.nysed.gov/reopening-schools/school-reopening-plans.]  [16:  New York State Education Department, “Recovering, Rebuilding, and Renewing: The Spirit of New York’s Schools Reopening Guidance,” accessed at: http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/reopening-schools/nys-p12-school-reopening-guidance.pdf.]  [17:  Id.] 

Reopening Plan Mandatory Requirements
In developing its school reopening plan, school districts must:
· Develop a district-wide and school-level comprehensive developmental school counseling program plan;
· Create a shared decision making mechanism, e.g. advisory council or school climate team, comprised of families, students, members of the board of education, school building and/or district/charter leaders, community-based service providers, teachers, certified school counselors, and other pupil personnel service providers to inform the comprehensive developmental school counseling program plan;
· Address how the school district will provide resources and referrals to address mental health, behavioral issues and emotional support services and programs; and
· Address professional development opportunities for school based staff on to how to talk to and support students and provide supports for developing coping and resilience skills for students, faculty, and staff.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Id.] 




Considerations for Reopening Plans
In addition to the above mentioned mandatory requirements for school reopening plans, NYSED and the Board of Regents outlined a number of considerations for school districts to take into account when developing a reopening plan. Some of those considerations include: 
· Leveraging collaborative community partnerships to strengthen district initiatives;
· Using data to identify social-emotional learning needs and incorporate strategies to meet those needs in the district’s or school’s comprehensive school counseling plan;
· Communicating social-emotional well-being and learning as a priority and engage members of the school community in implementation efforts;
· Leveraging mental health and social-emotional well-being strategies to support and sustain increased educational equity;
· Reviewing and revising the comprehensive developmental school counseling program to plan, develop, and implement a Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS);
· Engaging pupil personnel staff in developing or adopting a screening tool that, administered with parental consent and student assent, can assist the district or school with identifying the needs of returning students; and
· Identifying or building a team to lead implementation of the reopening plan and deciding how staff, students and their families will participate and contribute..[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Id.] 

The reopening guidance goes into great detail on the role of pupil personnel staff, i.e. social workers, guidance counselors, psychologists, in implementing a multi-tiered system of supports; social-emotional learning; restorative practices; and planning and building capacity.[footnoteRef:20] Another population the document draws attention to is that of the adult population in schools—school leaders, teachers and other professional staff.[footnoteRef:21] NYSED and the Regents recognize that the social-emotional needs of adults in schools are just as important as those of students, and that being able to identify problems and better take care of themselves will allow these school-based professionals to better take care of their students.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Id.]  [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.] 

The guidance documents also recognize the important role of data as part of continuous improvement,[footnoteRef:23] noting that data will allow districts to better understand what is happening within school communities, identify problems and key challenges and to see what works and does not work as continuous improvement is made.[footnoteRef:24] Finally, the State has a number of technical assistance centers that school districts can avail themselves of in order to better meet the social-emotional learning issues COVID-19 has presented:[footnoteRef:25] [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.]  [25:  New York State Education Department, “Social Emotional Learning,” accessed at: http://www.nysed.gov/reopening-schools/social-emotional-learning. ] 

· New York State Community Schools Technical Assistance Center: Provide technical assistance, professional learning, and communities of practice around family and community engagement, collaborative leadership, expanded learning, and integrated student supports.
· New York State Mental Health Education Resource & Training Center: Offers support to schools around mental health instruction, including assistance to identify resources and develop lesson plans/curriculum, develop and implement plans for professional development, establish community partnerships and services, and engage and support families.
· New York State Safe and Supportive Schools Technical Assistance Centers: Provide on- and off-site technical assistance and coaching to school teams in grantee districts. These centers facilitate professional development, support the collection and analysis of school climate data, and assist in progress monitoring of short- and long-term goals.

Existing Department of Education Social-Emotional Support Staff

DOE has been criticized for failing to meet the social-emotional well-being of its students since before the current pandemic, particularly for not providing sufficient support staff to meet student needs. For example, the National Association of Social Work recommends a social worker-to-general education student ratio of 1:250.[footnoteRef:26] However, in a system of 1.1 million students DOE currently employs 1,533 social workers, 77 of whom are part-time, and 2,992 guidance counselors (2,892 full time and 100 part time).[footnoteRef:27] Furthermore, while the American School Counselor Association recommends a school counselor-to-student ratio of 1:250,[footnoteRef:28] DOE’s guidance counselor-to-student ratio was 1:327 for all schools.[footnoteRef:29] In addition, there are just 510 school based psychologists in the entire district.[footnoteRef:30] In comparison, the NYPD's School Safety division employs 5,322 civilian employees and 189 uniform employees , more than the combined total of these three positions.[footnoteRef:31] Research shows that social workers, guidance counselors, and school psychologists are beneficial to students’ social and emotional health, as well as their academic outcomes.[footnoteRef:32] Currently, there are 11 schools without a social worker or guidance counselor.[footnoteRef:33] There are 100 schools that have no guidance counselor but do have access to some sort of social worker, as in the position may not be full-time and could be from a program, such as Crisis Responders, and 463 schools without social workers, but access to some sort of guidance counselor.[footnoteRef:34] [26:  NASW, “NASW Highlights the Growing Need for School Social Workers to Prevent School Violence,” May 27, 2018, accessed at: https://www.socialworkers.org/News/News-Releases/ID/1633/NASW-Highlights-the-Growing-Need-for-School-Social-Workers-to-Prevent-School-Violence#:~:text=School%20social%20work%20services%20should,suggested%20(NASW%2C%202012. ]  [27:  New York City Department of Education, “School Reporting Data 2020.” Guidance Counselor Reporting, accessed at: https://infohub.nyced.org/reports-and-policies/government/intergovernmental-affairs/guidance-counselor-reporting.]  [28:  See American School Counselor Association, “Student-to-School-Counselor Ratios,” accessed at: https://www.schoolcounselor.org/press.]  [29:  New York City Department of Education, “School Reporting Data 2020.” Guidance Counselor Reporting, accessed at: https://infohub.nyced.org/reports-and-policies/government/intergovernmental-affairs/guidance-counselor-reporting.]  [30:  Fiscal Year 2020 Budget, Terms & Conditions, Department of Education. Information on file with committee financial staff.]  [31:  As of the Fiscal 2021 Adopted Budget. Information on file with committee finance staff.]  [32:  American School Counselor Association, “A Framework for Safe and Successful School,.” accessed at: https://schoolcounselor.org/asca/media/asca/home/FrameworkforSafeandSuccessfulSchoolEnvironments.PDF. ]  [33:  New York City Department of Education, “School Reporting Data 2020.” Guidance Counselor Reporting, accessed at: https://infohub.nyced.org/reports-and-policies/government/intergovernmental-affairs/guidance-counselor-reporting.]  [34:  Id.] 

Understanding the critical role a social worker can have in a student’s life, especially the most vulnerable student populations, in 2016, Mayor Bill de Blasio launched a program to place 33 “Bridging the Gap” social workers in schools with high concentrations of students living in shelters.[footnoteRef:35] Bridging the Gap social workers provide individual, group, and family counseling with at least two-thirds of their caseloads being comprised of students living in shelters.[footnoteRef:36] Bridging the Gap social workers deliver counseling with an emphasis on trauma-focused practice; conduct parent workshops; make needed referrals for professional services; and provide support to other staff members and teachers to educate them on the issues facing students living in temporary housing and the social-emotional needs of this population.[footnoteRef:37] [35:  Sweet, K., “Social Workers for Homeless Kids is Not the Place to Skimp.” Gotham Gazette. May 15, 2019, accessed at: https://www.gothamgazette.com/opinion/8520-counselors-for-homeless-kids-is-not-the-place-to-skimp.]  [36:  New York City Department of Education, School Allocation Memorandum No. 64, FY 2019, accessed at: https://www.nycenet.edu/offices/finance_schools/budget/DSBPO/allocationmemo/fy18_19/fy19_docs/fy2019_sam064.htm.]  [37:  Id.] 

Building on the gains of Bridging the Gap, in the Fiscal 20 budget, the City Council negotiated$29.7 million in funding to support 269 social worker positions; 100 bridging the gap social workers, 85 school crisis responders (overseen by THRIVENYC) and 84 social workers that were placed in schools that demonstrated a high need for social and emotional supports.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Information on file with committee finance staff. Note: The $29.7 million in funding was baselined in the Fiscal 20 Budget. ] 

DOE COVID Pandemic Programs
DOE has been increasing social-emotional curriculum and learning across grade levels in recent years in accordance with NYSED guidance.[footnoteRef:39] However, in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic DOE has dramatically increased efforts to address social-emotional health and wellness as outlined below, starting with the school reopening plan DOE submitted to the State over the summer. [39:  New York State Education Department, “New York State Social Emotional Learning Benchmarks,” accessed at: http://www.p12.nysed.gov/sss/selbenchmarks.html. ] 


DOE’s School Reopening Plan Submitted to New York State
Like all school districts in New York State, DOE was required to submit school reopening plans for approval to the State by July 31, 2020.[footnoteRef:40]  DOE’s plan acknowledged that “supporting student and staff social-emotional needs across school communities (remote and blended) must be a top priority in order to create the mental, social, and emotional foundations for academic learning to occur.”[footnoteRef:41] [40:  Governor Andrew M. Cuomo press release, “Governor Cuomo Announces New Data-Driven Guidance for Reopening Schools,” July 13, 2020, accessed at https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-new-data-driven-guidance-reopening-schools.]  [41:  New York Education Department, “New York City Department of Education's District School Reopening Plan: Submission to New York State Education Department,” p. 47, accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/district-school-reopening-plan-submission-to-nysed. ] 

First, DOE’s plan committed to the development and implementation of a comprehensive school counseling plan.[footnoteRef:42] Under the counseling plan, each Executive Superintendent would have a School Counseling Advisory Council comprised of: at least one parent representing each district under the Executive Superintendent; at least three counselors (representing the elementary, middle, and high school levels); three school building administrators (representing the elementary, middle, and high school levels); a Director of Student Services; two counseling managers from the Borough Office Student Services Team; two members of the Office of Mental Health; and two student members.[footnoteRef:43] According to DOE, the purpose of the School Counseling Advisory Council is “to ensure that all stakeholders of the school community are represented, the role of the school counselor is clearly defined, and students have access to a comprehensive school counseling program that will address their academic development, personal/social-emotional growth, and college and career readiness.”[footnoteRef:44] DOE will provide schools and counselors with best practice guidelines and ensure that schools review counseling plans at least four times a year before they are submitted to the Borough/Citywide Offices for review and approval.[footnoteRef:45] Executive Superintendents will meet twice a year with their School Counseling Advisory Councils to monitor and evaluate plans.[footnoteRef:46] [42:  Id.]  [43:  Id.]  [44:  Id, at 46.]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  Id.] 

Regarding student supports, DOE’s plan specified a focus on social-emotional learning (SEL) and mental health support through a tiered infrastructure, including the following core components:
· Trauma-Informed Care
· Bridge to School Plan
· Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) Infrastructure
· Strengthen Tier 1 SEL (Explicit SEL Instruction and SEL-Academic Integration)
· Targeted Mental Health Supports[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Id, at 47.] 


Below is a description of each of these core components:
Trauma-Informed Care - DOE committed to implement a comprehensive, multi-part professional development series to provide all teachers with basic knowledge and skills of trauma-informed care.[footnoteRef:48] The series, based on a continuum from trauma-aware to trauma-informed and including examination of equity and cultural considerations, was to be conducted between July and September 2020 with the possibility of supplemental sessions throughout the school year.[footnoteRef:49] There would also be supplemental training for school leaders with “specialized content for framing trauma-informed care in a broader school vision and how to establish systems of support for implementation.”[footnoteRef:50] [48:  Id.]  [49:  Id.]  [50:  Id.] 

Bridge to School Plan – DOE proposed to prioritize SEL and wellness during the initial re-opening transition period, which would include opportunities “to build coping skills, process grief, re-connect, build community” and orient students to the new environment and expectations.[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Id, at 48.] 

Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) - To ensure that all schools are equipped to offer tiered social-emotional and mental health supports to students, schools can request assistance from DOE to help build a robust MTSS infrastructure.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Id.] 

Strengthen Tier 1 SEL (Explicit SEL Instruction and SEL-Academic Integration) - Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, DOE expanded access to SEL curricula in elementary, middle, and high school. This year, in response to increased needs due to COVID-19, all schools are encouraged to adopt an age-appropriate SEL program and integrate SEL into core academic instruction.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Id.] 

Targeted Mental Health Supports – DOE has a network of mental health services for students, including School Mental Health Clinics, on-site CBO-provided direct counseling services, School Mental Health Consultant Program, School Response Clinicians, Children’s Mobile Crisis Team, and DOE social workers and school counselors.[footnoteRef:54]  [54:  Id, at 49.] 

According to DOE, all of these programs are prepared to address the expected increase in student mental health needs and will provide expanded access to direct mental health supports (in person or through tele-therapy).[footnoteRef:55] Schools are expected to use data to determine appropriate group or individual interventions for students in need.[footnoteRef:56] [55:  Id.]  [56:  Id.] 

The Committee is interested in learning more about how these plans have been implemented during the past two months, and how DOE plans to continue providing these supports for the rest of the school year. 
Staff Supports
In addition to student supports, the reopening plan submitted to the State maintained that DOE “has developed extensive resources to support the social-emotional needs of central and school-based staff during COVID-19.”[footnoteRef:57] Additionally, DOE has shared a number of other citywide resources with staff, including: [57:  Id.] 

· ThriveNYC - identifies mental health services and resources for all New Yorkers
· The New York City Employee Assistance Program (EAP) -  offers services to promote stress management, mental health, self-care, education, referrals, and other resources
· WorkWell NYC - wellness program for City employees to live healthy, active lifestyles[footnoteRef:58] [58:  Id.] 


Bridge to School Plan
On August 26, 2020, Mayor de Blasio, First Lady Chirlane McCray, and Chancellor Richard Carranza announced Bridge to School, “a Citywide initiative for the 2020-21 school year focused on the social and emotional well-being of students and adults in order to create a safe, supportive learning environment that confronts the trauma caused by the COVID-19 crisis.” [footnoteRef:59] This initiative to integrate trauma-informed practices into school reopening, builds upon the prior year’s expansion of mental health supports in schools.[footnoteRef:60] Over the spring and summer, DOE had trained approximately 13,000 people, including Crisis Team members, school leaders and school support staff, in a Trauma 101 series focused on grief and loss, bereavement and self-care in a crisis.[footnoteRef:61] To fund the additional school reopening efforts, DOE will use $1.9 million in grants from the Robin Hood, Gray, and Tiger foundations to provide school-based staff across the city with trauma-informed training, resources, and ongoing support.[footnoteRef:62] The training will be made available to all NYC public school teachers and include sessions on:  [59:  Mayor Bill de Blasio Press Release, “Mayor Bill de Blasio, First Lady Chirlane McCray, and Schools Chancellor Richard A. Carranza Announce “Bridge to School,” August 26, 2020, accessed at: https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/615-20/mayor-de-blasio-first-lady-mccray-chancellor-carranza-bridge-school-.]  [60:  Id.]  [61:  Id.]  [62:  Id.] 

· Building capacity of school staff and school leaders to recognize the signs and symptoms of trauma and its impact on young people
· Learning effective classroom and school-wide trauma informed care practices that align to existing social-emotional and mental health support systems used in the NYCDOE [footnoteRef:63] [63:  Id.] 


At the time of the announcement, 1,600 school leaders had already completed this training to give them the skills to provide school-wide support and the ability to recognize when referrals for more targeted support are needed.[footnoteRef:64] [64:  Id.] 

The foundation grants are also being used to fund the Child Mind Institute to offer additional supports for school-based staff this fall, including webinars, workshops, videos and print materials to support social-emotional learning in the classroom, and to provide a helpline for educators to receive additional guidance and support from 8am to 8pm weekdays through the end of 2020.[footnoteRef:65] [65:  Id.] 

In addition, the DOE also released a Bridge to School Resource Guide with tools for educators, including lesson plans, activities and other resources for both remote and in-person learning, to help students build coping skills, process grief, and re-connect during the first few weeks of school.[footnoteRef:66] The guide states that the “primary focus for the initial re-opening transition should be social-emotional and mental wellness, ensuring that all staff and students have access to a foundational period of stabilization and support.”[footnoteRef:67] According to the guide, the first step is to build adult capacity through the trauma-informed care training series, and the guide recommends that all school-based adults participate, including Main Office Personnel, School Aides, Paraprofessionals, Parent Coordinators, Community Coordinators, School Counselors, Social Workers, School-Based Support Teams, Related Service Providers, School Librarians and Custodial Staff, as well as non-DOE staff such as School Safety Agents (SSAs) and Community Based Organization (CBO) partners.[footnoteRef:68]  The guide includes recommendations for the first few weeks of school around two themes, community and resilience, and provides lesson plans and activities for all grade levels.[footnoteRef:69] The Committee hopes to learn more about whether these recommendations were implemented at today’s hearing. [66:  Id.]  [67:  New York City Department of Education, “Bridge to School Resource Guide,” p.5, accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/docs/default-source/default-document-library/bridge-to-school-plan-08272020. ]  [68:  Id.]  [69:  Id.] 

Additional Social-Emotional Supports for Students
DOE has also increased social-emotional supports for students, some of which vary by grade level, as follows:
· Elementary school supports – All elementary schools will receive support to teach their students how to develop healthy relationships through Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) curricula (in partnership with National University System’s Sanford Harmony Program). Teachers from 3K – 5th grade will receive training and materials to help students grow their emotional and social skills. Activities like daily meet-ups between students and a “buddy-up” system will help children to learn how to get along with others.

· Middle and high school supports – Middle schools across the city will reinforce SEL tenets by implementing Restorative Justice Practices. Additionally, 50 of the City’s middle schools will take part in Positive Learning Collaborative (PLC) programming, a restorative approach to school climate. PLC is designed to help every adult in a school—from teachers to custodians to principals—cultivate strong relationships with students so school communities can short-circuit many problems before they start, and prevent others from escalating. PLC was designed in collaboration with the United Federation of Teachers.

· Discipline Code – Changes to the Citywide Behavioral Expectations to Support Student Learning (also known as the DOE Discipline Code). These changes will limit suspensions to fewer than 20 days in most cases, except in the case of violent acts or where required by federal law, and include updates to supports, interventions, and other clarifications. [footnoteRef:70] [70:  New York City Department of Education, “Resilient Kids, Safer Schools,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/safe-schools/resilient-kids-safer-schools ] 


Additionally, with Council Advocacy, the de Blasio Administration restored $11.6 million in funding for the Single Shepherd program, which faced a cut in the Fiscal 2021 Executive Financial Plan.[footnoteRef:71] The Single Shepherd program pairs every grade 6-12 student in Community School District 7 and 23, with a school counselor or social worker to support them through graduation and college enrollment.[footnoteRef:72] Pursuant to the adopted budget agreement, the Budget restored this funding for Fiscal 2021 only. [71:  FY21 Adopted Budget  https://www1.nyc.gov/site/omb/publications/finplan06-20.page. See also City Council Fiscal 2021 Executive Budget report for the Department of Education, May 12, 2020, accessed at: https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2020/05/Department-of-Education.pdf. ]  [72:  Id.] 

In addition to the Single Shepherd program, the Fiscal 2021 Executive Financial plan identified $18.4 million in savings in Fiscal 2021 derived from a cost re-estimate to items that were negotiated in the Fiscal 2020 Adopted budget.[footnoteRef:73] This included $8 million in savings tied to 63 social worker vacancies across the 269 positions the Council negotiated in Fiscal 2020.[footnoteRef:74] The Fiscal 2020 Adoption deal secured $29.7 million to add 269 social workers to the Bridging the Gap Program (100 social workers), the NYCThrive led crisis response team (85 social workers), and schools that demonstrated a high need for direct service (84 social workers).[footnoteRef:75] As a result of Council advocacy, the adopted budget agreement restored $4.8 million in Fiscal 2021 only to support these 38 social worker positions.[footnoteRef:76] [73:  Id.]  [74:  FY20 Adopted Budget.  ]  [75:  Id.]  [76:  FY21 Adopted Budget  https://www1.nyc.gov/site/omb/publications/finplan06-20.page. See also City Council Fiscal 2021 Executive Budget report for the Department of Education, May 12, 2020, accessed at: https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2020/05/Department-of-Education.pdf.] 

Mental Health Supports 
DOE makes mental health resources available to every public school in New York City.[footnoteRef:77] One of the following mental health programs is offered at each school: [77:  New York City Department of Education, “Mental Health,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/health-and-wellness/mental-health. ] 

· Community School Mental Health Program – works with community mental-health providers to offer counseling, trainings, interventions, and crisis support.
· School Mental Health Consultant Program – connects schools with mental-health organizations, provides trainings, and links students and families to community resources.
· School Mental Health Prevention and Intervention Program – offers counseling, trainings, crisis support, and interventions.
· The 100 Schools Project – offers trainings, crisis support, staff coaching, and mental-health referrals for students and families.
· School Response Team Programs – provide crisis support and interventions, staff trainings, and mental-health referrals for families and students.
· School-Based Mental Health Clinics (Article 31)[footnoteRef:78] – provide individual and family treatment and crisis support in the school for students and their families. [78:  The NYS Office of Mental Health is granted authority by Article 31 of the New York State Mental Hygiene Law to license and monitor freestanding school-based mental health clinics.] 

· School-Based Health Centers with Mental Health Services (Article 28)[footnoteRef:79] – provide health services such as physical exams, vaccinations, and mental health services.[footnoteRef:80] [79:  School–Based Health Centers (SBHC) are clinics operated by a facility licensed under Article 28 of the State Public Health Law and located within a school building, which may include a mental health component.]  [80:  New York City Department of Education, “Mental Health,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/health-and-wellness/mental-health.] 

During the coronavirus pandemic, mental health services are being offered remotely to support children and families.[footnoteRef:81] The School Mental Health Program is working with community providers to offer telehealth services that utilize health insurance, Medicaid or offer a sliding scale for billing.[footnoteRef:82] DOE’s website provides a list of mental health programs at each school as well as a list of Mental Health Telehealth Contacts for Covid-19.[footnoteRef:83] [81:  Id.]  [82:  Id.]  [83:  Id.] 



Resources for Families
DOE also provides a variety of resources to help families deal with the added stress and anxiety caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, and the resulting school closures.[footnoteRef:84] In addition to resources for stress management, some materials provide helpful strategies for talking to kids about COVID-19, as well as strategies to promote social-emotional wellness and to develop children’s social and emotional skills.[footnoteRef:85] [84:  New York City Department of Education, “Crisis or Traumatic Event,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/special-situations/crisis-or-traumatic-event. ]  [85:  New York City Department of Education, “Social-Emotional Wellness During COVID-19: Caring for Ourselves and One Another Parent & Family Resource,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/docs/default-source/default-document-library/parent-and-family-covid-sel-resource-doe.pdf. ] 

School Mental Health Specialist and Pathways to Care Programs
On October 22, 2020, Mayor de Blasio and First Lady McCray announced that the City would add new mental health services to hundreds of schools in neighborhoods impacted most by the COVID-19 pandemic.[footnoteRef:86] The administration's Taskforce on Racial Inclusion & Equity, which brings an equity-based approach to COVID-19 response and recovery efforts in hardest-hit communities, is supporting this effort to establish two new programs using existing resources.[footnoteRef:87] [86:  Mayor Bill de Blasio Press Release, “Mayor De Blasio, First Lady Chirlane Mccray and Taskforce on Racial Inclusion and Equity Announce Expansion of Mental Health Supports for Students in Neighborhoods Hardest Hit by COVID-19,” October 22, 2020, accessed at: https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/731-20/mayor-de-blasio-first-lady-chirlane-mccray-taskforce-racial-inclusion-equity-announce. ]  [87:  Id.] 

First, the School Mental Health Consultant Program was converted to the School Mental Health Specialist Program.[footnoteRef:88]  The Consultant Program, launched in 2016, employed licensed social workers who worked with 46% of the City’s public schools to survey their existing mental health resources, build custom mental health plans, and connect students to needed mental health support in the school system or in their community.[footnoteRef:89]  [88:  Id.]  [89:  Id.] 

Additionally, utilizing mental health workers, the Consultant Program has delivered 6,993 trainings to 217,379 DOE teachers and staff since 2016.[footnoteRef:90] Under the new program, the current mental health workers will become Specialists and will begin providing trauma-informed group services, to students at 350 schools in the neighborhoods hardest hit by COVID-19.[footnoteRef:91] Starting in late October, each Specialist will serve up to five schools, and, in addition to direct services, “will provide mental health education to caregivers and school staff to help them address students’ mental health needs and strengthen community and family ties.”[footnoteRef:92]  [90:  Id.]  [91:  Id.]  [92:  Id.] 

Like the Consultant program, the Specialist program will be implemented by the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH), in partnership with DOE, with programmatic oversight from ThriveNYC.[footnoteRef:93] The Consultant Program’s $8.7 million Fiscal Year 2021 budget will be used to support the Specialist program, with the new direct service model requiring no additional costs, and an additional $35,000 was raised by the Mayor’s Fund to cover the cost of training curriculum and material to transition the program.[footnoteRef:94] ThriveNYC’s data dashboard will regularly publish data on the program’s reach and impact.[footnoteRef:95]  [93:  Id.]  [94:  Id.]  [95:  Id.] 

Second, a first-ever formal partnership between NYC Health + Hospitals (H+H) and DOE, called Pathways to Care, will connect 26 schools in the neighborhoods hardest hit by COVID-19 directly to outpatient mental health clinics, where children and adolescents can receive ongoing therapy, psychiatric evaluation, medication management, and other services.[footnoteRef:96] Each school will designate a staff person to coordinate directly with H+H, to ensure that referrals for students in need occur quickly and easily.[footnoteRef:97] Schools will also receive training to better understand when a referral to H+H mental health clinics may help a student.[footnoteRef:98] Pathways to Care will use existing resources, without the need for a new budget, and will be implemented by H+H and DOE, with programmatic oversight from the Mayor’s Office of ThriveNYC.[footnoteRef:99] [96:  Id.]  [97:  Id.]  [98:  Id.]  [99:  Id.] 

While schools are operating both in-person and remotely, students and families will be able to access services through both of these new programs both onsite and via tele-mental health.[footnoteRef:100]    [100:  Id.] 

Conclusion
Today’s hearing will provide an opportunity for the Committee to examine DOE’s current plans to meet the social-emotional needs of students. Additionally, students, parents, teachers, unions and other educational stakeholders will also have an opportunity to raise their concerns about DOE’s ability to provide social-emotional supports to students during the current pandemic.
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