
Creating Student Assistance Programs 
at Your School 

Kristin Nelson, MSW, PPSC 
San Francisco Unified School District 
 
Alicia Rozum, MSW, PPSC 
California School-Based Health Alliance 

www.schoolhealthcenters.org 



Webinar Housekeeping 
• Everyone is in “listen-only” mode. 
• Two listen options: phone or web (phone tends to 

be better!)  
• Call in #: 415-655-0003, Access Code: 669148481 
• Type questions in the sidebar to the right and 

there will be time for questions at the end. 
• The webinar is being recorded. 
• The powerpoint and supporting materials will be 

emailed to you and available on our website. 



About California School-Based Health Alliance 
The California School-Based Health Alliance is the statewide non-
profit organization dedicated to improving the health and academic 
success of children and youth by advancing health services in schools.  
 
Our work is based on two basic concepts: 

• Health care should be accessible and where kids are, and 
•  Schools should have the services needed to ensure that 

poor health is not a barrier to learning 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We are available to provide technical assistance and support to schools and community agencies around the integration of health services in schools. I’m focused on supporting the establishment, expansion, or enhancement of mental health services and programs in schools. 



Objectives 

1. Review benefits of implementing school-based 
mental health services. 

2. Learn about Student Assistance Programs (SAP) as 
a way to coordinate mental health services on 
school campuses.  

3. Identify strategies and best practices for SAP 
employed by the San Francisco Unified School 
District. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here are our objectives for the day. We will discuss some promising, overarching strategies for school mental health implementation; learn about what a SAP is; and learn about ways to effectively implement SAP to support students, families, and teachers. 



Principles to guide  
school mental health programs 

Needs 
Assessment 

and Mapping 

Supportive 
school climate 

Partner with 
Community 

providers 

Coordinated 
through a site 

team 

Teachers/staff 
receive 

training/ 
consultation 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I don’t know if these are actually principles—they might be practices, guidelines, benefits, strategies—based on the Center for School Mental Health at the University of Maryland School of Medicine  Principles for Expanded School Mental Health. These concepts are designed to help schools think through how services and programs should be organized, planned for, implemented and delivered. 



1: All youth and families are able to access appropriate care regardless of their ability to pay. 
2: Programs are implemented to address needs and strengthen assets for students, families, 
schools, and communities. 
3: Programs and services focus on reducing barriers to development and learning, are student 
and family friendly, and are based on evidence of positive impact. 
4: Students, families, teachers and other important groups are actively involved in the program's 
development, oversight, evaluation, and continuous improvement. 
5: Quality assessment and improvement activities continually guide and provide feedback to the 
program. 
6: A continuum of care is provided, including school-wide mental health promotion, early 
intervention, and treatment. 
7: Staff hold to high ethical standards, are committed to children, adolescents, and families, and 
display an energetic, flexible, responsive, and proactive style in delivering services. 
8: Staff are respectful of and competently address developmental, cultural, and personal 
differences among students, families, and staff. 
9: Staff build and maintain strong relationships with other mental health and health providers 
and educators in the school, and a theme of interdisciplinary collaboration characterizes all 
efforts. 
10: Mental health programs in the school are coordinated with related programs in other 
community settings. 

Principles for Expanded School Mental Health 
Center for Mental Health in Schools, University of Maryland 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These are the full Principles from the Center for School Mental Health, I won’t go over all of these, but they are in this powerpoint for you to use as needed!



• Mental health programs and services are 
responsive to the needs identified in your school 
community. 

 
• Mental health services are built from a positive 

school climate and delivered in a tiered 
intervention framework.  

 
• Mental health services are leveraged through 

strong school staff and community provider 
partnerships. 

 
• Mental health training and consultation is offered 

to teachers, administrators, and other school staff. 
 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So let’s talk a little more about these guidelines:(use notes from handout)



Mental health services 
are coordinated through 
a school-site team: 
COST…MDT…SST…SAP 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These teams go by many names—COST, SAP, MDT, SST—but they serve a similar purpose--to coordinate among several support services at the school. The team is comprised of an administrator, school counselors, school health and mental health staff (nurse, social worker, psychologist) other support staff (maybe after-school director, maybe college counseling program) and community-based support staff. At the very least, school mental health providers should sit on these teams and be able to receive referrals, provide consultation, and give general updates. The team itself is critical, because mental health needs are not always expressed with mental health symptoms. Students who are experiencing school issues—like poor attendance, drop in grades, behavior referrals, personal crisis, etc—are presented in a case consultation format, along with historical data from their school records and the collective knowledge in the room. The team might learn that what is presenting as an learning issues is actually related to the recent death of a loved one. The team then works together to assign interventions (academic, psychosocial, family, etc.) and/or providers to the student. Teachers and other school staff can refer students to the team. At my school, each team member usually had several students to contribute to the agenda as well.This team can also be useful in identifying school trends and needs—like an increase in substance abuse incidents or cutting, and then figuring out how to meet those needs. 



What is a SAP? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Student Assistance Program (SAP) is a team structure that brings together all support service providers at a school site. While I usually think of SAP as a meeting, it is much more, as you will see. The SAP is a way to:Coordinate services for struggling students, Address school-wide issues, Identify concerns early, and refer to appropriate interventionsIdentify community-based resources for studentsReduce duplication of services provided on and off campusA SAP can be started in any school, regardless of size, location, staffing, or resources. It can be in addition to existing mental health services, and also serve as the main point of referral for teachers, parents, and other adults on campus. 



What is the structure of a SAP? 

• Meets at least bi-monthly (weekly is preferred). 
• Organized, facilitated meeting with confidentiality 

practices, notes and documentation. 
• Receives referrals from inside and outside the SAP 

team and school staff. 
• Individualized interventions assigned to student, 

teacher, family, SAP team members. 
• Follow up processes to ensure interventions 

worked or to make another plan. 
 

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Every SAP is different, but there are some common structures that will help it succeed in the goal of supporting students and reducing gaps in services. 



Who is on the SAP? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Administrator/Principal Attendance Liaison or CWAL Community School Coordinator Dean or Head Counselor Elementary or Middle School Advisors ExCEL After School Program Site Coordinator (ASP) and/or Beacon Director Instructional Reform Facilitator Learning Support Professional (LSP) and/or Wellness Coordinator (WC) Parent Liaison Representative of Community Based Organizations (CBOs) regularly on-site School Counselor School District Nurse (SDN) School Psychologist Site Nutrition Coordinator (SNC) Special Education Representative (e.g. Resource Specialist -RSP teacher) Others, as recommended by the SAP team 



What types of concerns/ referrals  
can a SAP team address? 

Individual student 
concerns: Academic, 
Attendance, Health, 

Behavior, Social-
Emotional 

Groups of 
students: 
Transition 
students 

Transfer students 
All 9th graders 

School-wide 
climate concerns  
Classroom issues 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A SAP can address students who are having multiple concerns. exhibit behavioral/mental health issues face significant illness or disability have chronic attendance problems have difficulty with academics have family or peer issues suffer from trauma associated with exposure to violence use/abuse substances are experiencing sexual health, sexual orientation, pregnancy issues SAP can also address issues affecting groups of students or school-wide/classroom concerns, such as a uptick in substance abuse incidents or bullying; all transfer students; etc. We would discuss all 9th graders who had “early warning indicators”—GPA below 2.0 and/or attendance below 85% in their last year of middle school.  



How to refer and who can refer? 

• Paper form 
• Email 
• Teacher check-ins 
• Hallway conversation 

• Teachers 
• Any school staff 
• Parents/caregivers 
• Students 
• Community health/ 

mental health 
providers 

• SAP team members 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One of the main points of having a SAP on campus is to reduce the gaps in services and decrease the time it takes for services to be available. Therefore, it’s important that referring to SAP is EASY and accessible to anyone and everyone who might become aware of a student of concern. If referrals are made in non-written ways, the facilitator or SAP member taking the referral should write it down on the official form. 



What happens after a student is discussed in SAP? 

School 
environment 

Teacher/ 
classroom 

Family 

Individual 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One of the first things I learned in social work school is that we take a “person-in-environment” approach, meaning that a client/patient/student is more than the person sitting in front of you—they are affected by their peers, family, school, community, and society. In this way, SAP interventions are not just based on what is going to change or happen with that individual student. Individual student interventions may include: referring to a school or community based MH provider; introducing to the after-school program; signing up for free lunchFamily interventions might be: scheduling a Student Study Team meeting, inviting the family to a parent event, or arranging a home visitTeacher/classroom interventions might be: scheduling a restorative conference with the teacher and student, classroom observations by the school psychologist, or asking the school-based therapist to meet with the teacher and talk about student triggersSchool-wide interventions might be: finding a community provider to run a substance use prevention group, starting a mentoring program, or planning a school performance on bullying.



What forms and documentation are necessary? 

In advance of SAP… 
•Referral form 
•Cumulative folder 
•Attendance/discipline 
records 
•Teacher input forms 
•Special education records 
•Agenda 
 

During SAP… 
•Confidentiality 
agreement 
•Notes 
•Case management 
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is going to vary by every school and district but here are some examples of documents/forms you might use to get started:Referral form: with information about the student, the concern, any changes in attendance, behavior, etc. What the referring party has tried to do, Student info: educational records, attendance, SPEDTeacher input form: might not be used for every referral, but can be a good way to gauge if the concern is across all classes, or concentrated in a few or one. Also may be a way to identify if the student has a strong relationship with one of his/her teachersAgenda: One of the mistakes we always made was having too many students to discuss! Be mindful of how much time it will take to discuss a case. The facilitator may also keep a students’ name on the agenda for several meetings if the concern is ongoing, complex, or to ensure follow-upConfidentiality—it’s important that the SAP team discusses confidentiality, and recognizes that much of the info shared in the room does not need to be shared with everyone in that students’ school life. Especially when discussing issues of mental health or family situations, a confidentiality process is critical. For non-school staff who are at the school in a therapeutic capacity, be clear with the SAP team what you can and cannot shareNotes: There should be some process by which notes about presenting concern and interventions is documented. Be mindful that materials produced by school-employed staff are subject to FERPA, and a part of educational records. Case management: You might also have a form for each case manager to track which students they will follow up on and the interventions attempted. Anyone in the SAP can be a case manager!



Referral systems for mental health… 
• Coordinate referrals through one person, program  

or team. 
• Develop at least 2 forms—one for adults and one 

for youth/self-referral. 
• Create a system to track status of referrals, 

interventions, provider(s) and outcomes. 
• Educate everyone on campus about how to make a 

referral and what happens next. 
• Ensure the school community knows where to 

refer in a crisis (and what constitutes a crisis!). 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Just a note for those of you who might be interested in using SAP as THEE way to coordinate mental health referrals on campus:If 4 different people or disparate programs are coordinating referrals, services will be duplicated!If the program is youth friendly, kids will self-refer! They will refer their friends! Also gives a lot of rich information about why the student needs/seeks servicesIn large (and small) schools, students may be referred multiple times by multiple teachers. It’s helpful to be able to say “we’re on it”. It’s also helpful for providers to know if the student is receiving complementary health or educational services.I did a presentation at a faculty meeting at the beginning of every year called “Demystifying the Wellness Center”. I talked about the type of services provided, the therapeutic approaches we used, what words to use when talking to a student they want to refer (we always asked teachers to tell student that they were making a referral), and what they can expect to learn from us after the referral. Teachers will respect confidentiality, you might just need to explain it to them. It’s also important that teachers know what happens after they make a referral—did the student follow through? Is the student getting help? What do I need to know to teach this student? Not breaking confidentiality, but providing need to know info so that the teacher feels like the mental health provider has been responsive; the student they are worried about is getting support; and how they can help now in the classroom (think: developmental cascades!). KOGNITO INTERACTIVEYou don’t want to receive a referral form in your box that says “Jessica  was talking about suicide in class yesterday”! Make sure everyone knows that in the case of harm to self, others, or harm by others, that is at the very least a phone call if not a walk down to the counseling office! 



Best Practices for SAP 

Kristin Nelson, MSW, PPSC 
School Social Worker 
Fairmount Elementary School 
San Francisco Unified School District 



Assessing SAP Readiness 

• Meeting your school site where they are at 
• Phase 1: Emergent 
• Phase 2 : Foundational 
• Phase 3: Optimal 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When creating a SAP Team for your school site the first important “best practice” is to assessing your school’s readiness for this support structure. Some colleagues and I have identified 3 phases of the SAP building process:Emergent: beginning phase; creating buy-in; identifying and enlisting team membersFoundational: Team member identified; meeting regularly with a fair amount of consistencyOptimal: Strong, active team that meets regularly and works on refining its process Keep in mind this is a fluid process and does not always work linearly. For example: my experience of moving back and forthKey is to meet your school site where they are at and create your “blueprint” from there



Critical considerations for SAP 

• Core Team 
• Meeting Essentials 
• Referral Process 
• Intervention Planning and Progress 

Monitoring 
• Program Evaluation 
• Teacher Collaboration 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The following 6 areas will help us consider ‘best practices’ when creating and/or refining a SAP Team at your school site. 



Core Team 

• Identifying your team  
• Regular Attendance 
• Meaningful participation 
• Community building 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Core Team is first really about identifying WHO sits on your SAP Team.  We looked at that a little earlier with Alicia. If you are in a beginning stage in creating your SAP team, assessing WHO your support staff are and identifying who you could enlist to help you create an effective team will be your first step.If you have already identified key team members, your next steps may be establishing a sense of ownership and meaningful participation by all members attending the meetings. Is there regular/consistent attendance? Consider who participates in creating and implementing intervention plans? Does it feel like a safe, supportive space where everyone feels comfortable sharing? Depending on your answer to these questions, perhaps you can identify ways to achieve these goals. For example…



Meeting Essentials 

• Time and location 
• Roles 
• Norms 
• Agenda 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
‘Meeting Essentials’ is really considering the nuts and bolts of the meeting process.�Is there a consistent day/time and location for your meetings?Are roles clearly defined and understood by SAP members? This is another way to foster more equitable voice and participation of team members. On my SAP Team we have identified the following roles as important to our team meetings: Facilitator, Notetaker, TimeKeeper, Process Checker, Action Plan Recorder and Snacks Meeting Norms are also important to establish at the first meeting and have available to refer to throughout your meeting times together. This is a good time to discuss the importance of confidentiality and other professional practices (start/end on time, one person talks at time, stay solution focused, etc.) you want to set as expectations of your SAP meetings.Finally, preparing and using an agenda is key to meeting structure and effectiveness. I think we will be able to supply you with some sample agendas to look at for ideas. My agenda start with…



Referral Process 

• Referral protocol  
• Forms 
• Staff Training  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Once you have your team members identified and meeting regularly, you want to be sure you have an effective process for referrals in place. This area, while it may seem simple can actually be somewhat complicated given the many ways a referral can be made and the number of people on a school site who may make a referral. One way to simplify this is to create and use a referral form which requires the person referring to provide relevant information and data to the SAP team about their concerns. Our referral also lists intervention ideas that the person referring may or may not have already tried. This allow the SAP team to be more effective in creating action plans and next steps for the referral. I find it is also important to train and constantly educate your staff on how the referral process works and what protocols your school follows in identifying support services for students. I typically deliver a training at the beginning of every year to review this process and answer any questions staff have about it.



Intervention Planning and Progress 

• Using Data 
• Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) 
• Action Plans 
• Feedback and Follow-up 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Creating an intervention plan is really the heart of the SAP Team process. Using data to inform this process in key. For example, in addition to the data required on the referral form, we have our attendance liaison attend our meetings in order to consider any correlations between academic or behavioral progress and attendance. For example, if we have a student who is displaying difficulty transitioning and staying on task during the morning period, and then learn from the attendance liaison that this student regularly arrives 20-30 min late each day, we now know that in order for our intervention plan to be most effective perhaps we need to target the tardiness concern first. Maybe that intervention is an outreach call from the attendance or parent liaison to the parent to find out what the barriers may be to arriving to school on time each day. That attendance data continues to be used in order to monitor progress after interventions have been implemented.Another important consideration is using a MTSS framework when identifying interventions for a referral. My team is working on identifying this tiered framework for a point of reference during our meetings. Tier 1 supports are those that are universally implemented (100% of students receive), school-wide PBIS (positive behavior supports), SEL curriculum, Restorative Practices, etc. Tier 2 a smaller percentage of student receive and include interventions such as SST meetings, student support groups, ASP, etc. & Tier 3, only 5% of student should receive these intensive interventions, they include 1:1 therapy, referral for SPED and/or IEP, FBA or BSP. Finally, action plans are helpful for documenting the interventions discussed and can be used to provide feedback to the person referring as well as a tool for follow up and monitoring progress of the interventions implemented.



Teacher Collaboration 

• Professional Development 
• Individual Consultation 
• Active Participation 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Collaborating with Teachers is critical, not only the SAP process but to supporting students in achieving successful outcomes.Providing professional development and training to teachers is one way to do this. The teachers I work with have really appreciated trainings on classroom behavior management, complex trauma, and restorative practices.Individual consultation with teachers on specific needs and students is also key to effective support structures at school. A lot of this consultation can be built into SAP intervention plans.We are also beginning to think more critically about how to have teachers actively participate on SAP Teams. in order to discuss their referrals and develop realistic, effective interventions.



Program Evaluation 

• Process Evaluation 
• Needs Assessment  
• Staff/Teacher Feedback 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Taking time to reflect upon and evaluate your meeting process is critical. Consider a time, I do it once half way thru the year and again at the end of the school year to discuss areas or strength (what’s working) and challenges (what can be working better) with your team. Document this discussion and how you can implement some of the feedback. It’s also important for the SAP team to take some time to reflect on the needs of your school site and students. For example, last after a couple months of SAP meetings it became clear that many students referred were experiencing some type of significant grief and loss. To address this need I partnered with a CBO to come on site and provide a grief/loss support groups for our students.Lastly, if possible it can be very helpful to gather staff and teacher feedback. One to improve and simplify the process, in hopes that they will be more likely to use it, but also helps create more overall buy-in of student support structures at your school site.



How do we get started? 

• What are the strengths? What are the 
challenges? 

• Who else can you identify to start an 
effective SAP team? 

• Identify yearly goals 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So how can you get started? After considering the readiness of your school site and the best practices we discussed, what might be your areas of strengths with regard to creating a SAP Team? and where do the challenges lie? What are the barriers?Can you identify 1 or 2 realistic or acheivable goals for yourself and your team that can assist you in either starting the SAP Team process or improving upon it this school year?



Additional Resources 

San Francisco Unified School District 
School Health Programs Department 
www.healthierSF.org 
 
California School-Based Health Alliance 
www.schoolhealthcenters.org 
 
Kognito Interactive (free in CA until 12/31 
 http://california.kognito.com/ 
 

http://www.healthiersf.org/
http://www.schoolhealthcenters.org/
http://california.kognito.com/


Upcoming Health/Mental Health Webinars 

Setting Therapeutic Boundaries in School Mental 
Health Care, next Wednesday, 11/5, 1:00-2:00pm 

Coverage Outreach Strategies for Schools, Thursday, 
11/6, 10:00-11:00am 

ACA Basics: Understanding the New Health Coverage 
Options, Wednesday, 11/12, 10:00am-11:00am 

To sign-up, visit: 
http://www.schoolhealthcenters.org/about-
us/toolkits-and-services/webinars/ 



Additional School Health Resources 
Join Us in sunny San Diego April 30 & May 1, 2015, for 

Advancing Equity in Education & Health Care, our 
statewide annual conference.  

 
More information at www.schoolhealthcenters.org. 

 
 April 30 & May 1 

Bahia Resort 
San Diego’s Mission Bay 



Additional School Health Resources 
Get popular education and school health materials online 

through our special ETR School Health Catalog.  
 

Go to  
http://pub.etr.org/ecatalogs/CA_Alliance-ETR_Catalog 

 
or find it on our homepage at www.schoolhealthcenters.org. 
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