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Article III – Texas Education Agency 

Thank you for allowing the Hogg Foundation for Mental Health to provide comments on this important work. The 
foundation is part of the Division of Diversity and Community Engagement at the University of Texas at Austin. These 
comments will focus on how Texas can support the mental health and well-being of students and teachers and healthy 
school climates during this unprecedented time. Identified in the Statewide Behavioral Health Strategic Plan as Gap #2, 
addressing the behavioral health needs of public school students is critical. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented new and unexpected challenges. COVID-19 has not only emphasized the 
importance of mental health and well-being in schools, but the long-standing need to address inequities and disparities 
for students of color. As the 87th legislative session progresses, it is inevitable that you will be tasked with making many 
difficult budgetary decisions. Now more than ever, attention must focus on supporting the mental health and well-being 
in schools so students and teachers are able to fully engage in the classroom. 

The foundation recognizes and greatly appreciates the legislature’s past and continued support for addressing the 
mental health needs of Texas schools. We look forward to continuing to work with you to improve availability of 
resources for schools to ensure access to critical mental health and substance use supports. 

COVID-19 IMPACT ON STUDENTS’ LEARNING  

Stress and trauma can affect various aspects of a student’s experience in school including academic performance, 
behavior in class, physical health, interpersonal relationships, and mental health.1 The stress and trauma experienced by 
students are known to cause problems with concentration, memory, motivation, and decision-making – affecting their 
ability to learn.2  

As we continue understanding the broad impacts of COVID-
19, supporting mental health and school climate strategies 
are important for all students to help combat the pandemic’s 
impact on learning, as well as overall well-being. This is 
especially critical for students who are more adversely 
impacted including students of color, students living in 
poverty, students with mental health conditions, and 
students with a history of trauma.3,4 Early recognition and 
connection to appropriate supports is essential in preventing 
further academic decline.5 

DISPARITIES IN DISCIPLINE 

“For many children who have experienced traumatic events, 
the school setting can feel like a battleground in which their 
assumptions of the world as a dangerous place sabotage 
their ability to remain calm and regulate their behavior in the 
classroom.”6 

Behaviors stemming from unidentified mental health conditions, substance use, or trauma can be perceived as “bad” 
behavior at school, leading to punitive discipline practices. This effect is heightened when schools do not have adequate 
services to provide alternative responses to disruptive behavior. When students are relocated out of their typical 
learning environment, there are often a number of short- and long-term implications. Research shows that exclusionary 
discipline increases the likelihood of lowered academic performance, dropping out, antisocial behavior, and future 
contact with the justice system.7,8 
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“Learning to read, write, take part in a discussion, and 

solve mathematical problems rests on many underlying 

foundations— organization, comprehension, memory, 

the ability to produce work, engagement in learning, 

and trust. Another prerequisite for achieving classroom 

competency is the ability to self-regulate attention, 

emotions, and behavior. Not surprisingly, trauma 

resulting from overwhelming experiences has the power 

to disturb a student’s development of these foundations 

for learning. It can undermine the development of 

language and communication skills, thwart the 

establishment of a coherent sense of self, compromise 

the ability to attend to classroom tasks and instructions, 

interfere with the ability to organize and remember new 

information, and hinder the grasping of cause-and-

effect relationships—all of which are necessary to 

process information effectively.”  

- Trauma and Learning Policy Initiative 
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Highlighted by COVID-19, the health disparities and inequities for people of color is glaring. These disparities and 
inequities have long been identified in schools. Research shows that while students of color do not “misbehave” more 
frequently or more seriously, they are disproportionately disciplined and arrested at school.9 In exploring ways to 
improve mental health and wellness in schools, addressing systemic inequalities and their impact on these children must 
be included. We cannot allow inappropriate responses to unaddressed trauma as a result of COVID-19 further the 
discipline disparities against students of color. 

Schools need support and guidance for students with unaddressed mental health concerns or who have experienced 
trauma. Rather than punitive discipline, it will be imperative that children remain in their classrooms and connected to 
appropriate resources. Further, these resources must be available for teachers and schools so they are supported and 
feel safe in their classrooms. 

ACCESS TO SERVICES ON CAMPUS 

For some kids, schools often serve as the first point of intervention when services or supports are needed. This can be as 
simple as having someone to talk to. Too frequently, unidentified symptoms, reactions to trauma, or kids just having a 
bad day are perceived as poor behavior. Providing a trained mental health professional to be available will not only 
support students, but allow teachers to focus on teaching, and school administration and school resource officers to 
commit their time and resources to where they are more appropriately needed. 

Providing mental health services and support for youth is a potential solution toward achieving health equity. Students 
experiencing disparities in outcomes because of family income, being under- or uninsured, or having a single parent 
working multiple jobs may not otherwise receive services or support. When care is accessed in schools, students, 
parents, employers, and schools all benefit. Students spend more time and fully engage the classroom and parents avoid 
missing work. Placing critically needed services directly in schools so that all students have access should be a priority 
and should be inclusive of mental health supports. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Fund TEA’s exceptional item #1 Ensuring Equitable Opportunity through Targeted Supports, with explicit 
inclusion of schools’ abilities to fund programs, services, or supports targeted at mental health and school 
climate strategies. 

2. Maintain funding for the school safety allotment (SSA), and direct a portion of SSA funds to be used on mental 
health and school climate strategies. 

3. Include funding for access to school-based support services for students and teachers. Funding should be 
dedicated to: 

• Restorative discipline measures, specifically for teacher support and FTEs of Restorative Justice 
Coordinators; 

• Expanding the use of school social workers, LSSPs, and other mental health professionals; and 

• Assisting families in being connected to community-based services and utilizing family liaisons or 
family-partner support services. 
 

CONTACT 

For more information, please contact: 

Shannon Hoffman, MSW, LCDC, Policy Program Specialist | shannon.hoffman@austin.utexas.edu |  

Colleen Horton, MPAff, Director of Policy |colleen.horton@austin.utexas.edu |  

Sean Walker, MPAff, Policy Fellow | sean.walker@austin.utexas.edu |  
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