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RESEARCH QUESTION

Is school-based mental health an effective evidence-based mental health intervention?
METHOD

Various studies were secured by using the following method.  A computer search was conducted November 21, 2007 in the following databases: Google Scholar, Academic Search Premier, CINAHL, Pre-CINAHL, PsycARTICLES, Psychology, and Behavioral Sciences Collection, PsycINFO, TOPICsearch.  The MOLES terms for effectiveness “random* or controlled clinical trial* or control group* or evaluation stud* or study design or statistical* significant* or double-blind or placebo” were combined with the key words “school-based mental health” in the search to target well conducted experimental studies.  This research strategy produced 58 abstracts which were reviewed for possible inclusion.  Of these, 15 full articles were selected for further review.  Two of these articles were multi-study reviews of school-based mental health, and the remaining 13 are individual studies. 
STUDIES WITH POSITIVE OUTCOMES


While the literature indicates some inconsistency in the outcomes of school-based mental health (SBMH); positive outcomes were more commonly found in the research studies reviewed.  Of the 13 individual studies reviewed, 11 reported positive results.  Rones and Hoagwood (2000) stated in their research review that “It is now well documented that, insofar as children receive any mental health services, schools are the major provider” (p. 223).  Studies found that of the 16% of children or adolescents who receive any mental health service, less than 25% received them through the clinical-based services, whereas 75% received them within school (Burns, Costello, Angold, Tweed, Stangl, Farmer, & Erkanli, 1995).  School-based delivery of mental health services reaches children where they are, therefore increasing the access children have to care.  School-based mental health also creates the opportunity for screening, early detection of problems, and early interventions.  Since school is a natural setting for children, they are able to receive intensive mental health services with less stigma, which increases the likelihood of significant and sustainable behavioral change (Magee, Kavale, Mathur, Rutherford, & Forness, 1999).

Klingman & Hochdorf (1993) conducted research on 237 eighth-grade students who were randomly assigned to treatment and control groups within classrooms.  After 12 sessions of primary prevention program on skills coping with distress and self-harm, students in the treatment group displayed a lower risk of potential suicide, demonstrated more positive coping skills, and obtained significantly more knowledge of suicide facts and help resources than students in the control group.  Clarke, Hawkins, Murphy, Sheeber, Lewinsohn & Seeley (1995) screened 1,652 ninth and tenth grade students in three high schools for depressive symptoms.  At-risk adolescents (who did not meet criteria for an affective disorder, but were determined to be at risk) were randomly assigned to a cognitive behavioral intervention group or a usual care control group.  The total incidence of unipolar depressive disorder in the treatment group was reported to be only half of that of the control group.  Cunningham, Martorelli, Tran, Young, & Zacharias (1998) examined the effects of a Student-Mediated Conflict Resolution Program on training fifth-grade students in three schools in peer mediation and conflict resolution. “Direct observations suggest that the student mediation program reduced physically aggressive playground behavior by 51% to 65%.  The effects were sustained at 1-year follow-up observations” (p. 653).
STUDIES WITH NEGATIVE OUTCOMES


In the review of the literature, there were also two studies and reviews which reported either no significant improvement or mixed outcomes, and in some cases, negative outcomes in SBMH.  Clarke, Hawkins, Murphy and Sheeber (1993) examined two school-based primary prevention interventions for adolescents experiencing depressive symptoms in separate studies with high school samples of 9th and 10th graders.  One study found a short-term reduction in depressive symptoms among boys, but not among girls, when compared to a randomly assigned control group.  However, the effect was not sustained at the 12 week follow-up.  The second study failed to demonstrate any differences between the intervention and the randomly assigned control group.  Neither of the interventions was reported to have any effect on knowledge about depression, attitudes toward treatment, or actual treatment seeking.
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDIES


The studies reviewed which intended to measure the effectiveness of school-based mental health have some limitations.  First, there is a paucity of literature on school-based interventions for students with severe mental illness.  Although preventions and early interventions are very important factors for the population at large, interventions for the most vulnerable kids are critical, given the fact that schools are the primary place for screening and assessment of children who may not have access to mental health services in any other way.  Second, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is one of the most common disorders among children and adolescents (Friedman, 1999).  Nevertheless, there are surprisingly few studies on the effectiveness of ADHD prevention or intervention programs.  In fact, the only research accessed in this review focusing on ADHD is Efficacy of a School-based Treatment Program for Middle School Youth with ADHD (Evans, Axelrod, & Langerg, 2004).  This study only involved seven (7) participants - students with ADHD – a sample size considered to be too small to provide research validity.

Finally, the third limitation of the literature reviewed is that the measurement of success can be debatable and is therefore problematic.  Owens and Murphy (2004) stated in their report that “Teachers are one of the key implementers of behavioral interventions for children with inattentive and disruptive behavior problems.  Unfortunately, teachers have many competing demands for their time and attention” (p.203).  In addition to time constraints, teachers also often lack the training to implement and/or measure the success of school-based programs.  The Owens and Murphy study also indicated that some teachers might lack the motivation to implement and/or measure these programs, because they “are peripheral to their mission of academic success” (p.203).
CONCLUSION

While there are inconsistencies in the results and some limitations in the research, several factors appear to consistently influence outcomes and increase the likelihood that positive changes will occur for children and adolescents in school-based mental health.  First, implementation is essential to treatment success.  Rones & Hoagwood (2000) stated that some components of implementation can influence program success. 

Strategies that facilitated appropriate program implementation included the communication of program goals, rationale, and components to school staff; the provision of feedback on program effects; the development of plans to overcome barriers to implementation; and the specification of individual responsibilities (Gottfredson et al., 1993).  Successful program implementation was associated with clear specific expectations (e.g., school rules, consequences, a reward system for appropriate student behavior described in the student handbook); creative involvement by individual schools (e.g., report card of appropriate behavior); and feedback, consultation, and support to teachers (e.g., refresher training sessions, classroom observation, small group discussions, etc. (p. 237).

Second, the inclusion of parents in the prevention and/or intervention programs assists in forming a strong support system and raises the likelihood of program success.  Although the mental health services are called “school-based”, it is actually a system of care.  The support and cooperation of parent is a very important predictor of program success.  Third, SBMH programs “directed toward changing specific behaviors and skills” have the strongest evidence of positive impact (Rones & Hoagwood, 2000, p. 237).  However, “extraneous activities such as field trips, 1-week residential summer camps, or optional parenting groups, did not appear to offer any comparative advantage” (p. 237).  Fourth, the integration of a mental health service program into a general classroom curriculum, rather than as a separate and specialized lesson, was found to be more likely to bring positive outcomes (Clarke et al., 1993).  Fifth, the effectiveness of SBMH is also associated with developmentally appropriate program curricula (Rones & Hoagwood, 2000). Program content should be designed to reflect the developmental level of the target students so that they can fully understand them.  When parent training is provided, it should be created to address the current concerns of parents.  Finally, of the various types of interventions used in SBMH, three “were found to have empirical support for their effectiveness” (Hoagwood & Erwin, 1997, p. 435).  They include: 1) cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), 2) social skills training, and 3) teacher consultation.

It is the conclusion of this review that the research on the effectiveness of school-based mental health is mixed.  Additionally, due to the limitations and inconsistencies in the literature, further conclusions about the effectiveness of SBMH should be made cautiously.  Independent of the mixed review, it is important to note that there are several factors that are consistently associated with positive treatment outcomes: 1) program implementation; 2) support and cooperation of parents; 3) behavior change oriented intervention; 4) integration of program content into general classroom curriculum; 5) developmentally appropriate program contents; 6) cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT); 7) social skills training, and 8) teacher consultation.
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