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Abstract

This policy proposal addresses the critical shortage of accessible mental 
health services for students in New York State’s public schools by
mandating the employment of licensed child therapists across all
elementary, middle, and high school districts. In light of the mental
health crisis exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, the policy sets a
student-to-therapist ratio of 90:1, aiming to reach at least 20% of the 
student population, a figure that reflects both current needs and unmet 
demand. Districts may hire in-person therapists or utilize accredited 
teletherapy services. The policy includes provisions for state-funded 
grants and scholarships to support therapist employment and
encourage entry into the field. Implementation will be monitored 
through anonymous annual student surveys and licensing data over
seven years, assessing both mental health outcomes and workforce 
growth. This comprehensive strategy is designed to reduce barriers to 
care, improve adolescent mental health, and support a long-term 
infrastructure for equitable therapeutic access across the state’s school’s 
system. 
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Policy Statement 

This policy aims to address the gap in mental health services offered to 

children in elementary, middle, and high school within New York State by 

requiring school districts to employ the services of licensed therapists. 

Purpose/Scope 

In a time where mental health has become an increasingly relevant topic 

of discussion amongst the public, people have become much more willing to seek 

out mental health resources. As NYSSBA executive director Timothy G. Kremer 

puts it, “Everyone in public education has been waking up to the fact that it is 

extremely important to pay attention to the mental health needs of our students” 

(Albert, 2018). Roughly two years after the covid-19 pandemic, 69% of public 

schools reported increasing mental health concerns among students. Despite this, 

only 49% of public schools provided diagnostic mental health assessment 

services, and 38% offered mental health treatment services. In both cases, these 

percentages are lower for the 2021-2022 school year than in 2019-2020 (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2024). 

With less than half of public schools providing mental health services to 

students despite acknowledging the growing importance, the next question to 

look at is why schools have been left in this position. The two most frequently 

reported limitations to public schools’ efforts to provide mental health resources 
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included inadequate access to licensed professionals, and inadequate funding 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2024). Funding is a chronic problem 

for public schools, with many members of faculty feeling as though they are not 

compensated nearly enough for the work they do. While this proposed policy 

does not provide any solutions to this ongoing issue, it may improve faculties 

experience working with children by bettering the mental health of students. 

All school districts within New York State are required to create a 

counseling plan for students on matters related to financial aid, potential trainings 

to prepare the student for future employment opportunities, various programs to 

earn a high school equivalent diploma, and much more (New York State 

Education Department, 2017). To do this, schools employ the help of a school 

counselor. It is their job to advise students with their career planning, help 

younger children develop social skills, and provide the most basic resources for 

mental health services (Wake Forest University, 2018). These school guidance 

counselors are typically the first person an adolescent will turn to when seeking 

out mental health help. However, school counselors are not trained to address 

complex mental health issues and provide treatment options. Instead, they will 

refer students to specialized mental health counselors, therapists, or 

psychologists. 
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The specialized services of a psychologist are costly. Without the help of 

insurance, the cost of one appointment is oftentimes unreasonable for families. 

But even for those who relent and are willing to pay cost, which averages out to 

$150 per one hour appointment (Psychology Today, n.d.), there may be long 

waitlists for new patients. Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

American Psychological Association reports that roughly 65% of psychologists 

have no openings to take on new patients (Chamlou, 2022). It can take years to 

be seen by a specially trained psychologist. By the time someone acknowledges 

that they need to seek help, most typically cannot afford to wait years before 

starting the process. This is where child therapists come into play. These mental 

health professionals are specifically trained to provide guidance and treatment 

options for children. 

Currently, school districts are not required to staff a child therapist or 

provide mental health treatment services in general. Globally, the COVID-19 

pandemic has only exacerbated levels of poor mental health ratings amongst 

adolescents. Suicidal behaviors amongst high school students increased by nearly 

40% in 2019, but the pandemic even further exacerbated the increasing trend. As 

a result, mental health challenges remain a leading cause of death and disability 

for adolescents (Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, 2022). 
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This policy hopes to address the growing mental health concerns for 

children by providing them with access to a mental health therapist through the 

educational system that all should be enrolled in according to New York’s 

education laws. According to EDN § 3205, every minor aged 6 to 16 should be 

attending full time instruction in a school district, with exceptions made for home 

schooling and adolescents working full time (Findlaw, 2021), who follow a 

separate set of guidelines. Currently, 2,418,513 adolescents are enrolled in K-12 

just in the state of New York. By providing such a large group more opportunities 

to seek mental health services, this policy hopes to see a decrease over time in the 

high rates of suicidal behaviors amongst adolescents, amongst other mental health 

related improvements. 

Applicability 

This policy will primarily affect the elementary, middle, and high school 

aged children who benefit from the additional mental health care services 

provided by a therapist. Primary caretakers and school faculty members may also 

be impacted. Interventions devised by therapists may involve parents and faculty 

to create a better environment for the child to thrive. Not only will those in 

frequent contact be involved in the process, but they will also stand to see the 

benefits of these intervention strategies as they have the most frequent contact 

with these children. 
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A policy of this nature will also have an extensive impact on the job 

outlook for child therapists. Their services will be in higher demand across New 

York. With a limited number of licensed professionals currently in practice, this 

policy also proposes some methods to help prospective therapists and those 

currently studying to enter the field. 

Definitions 

School counselors deliver a broad range of services to the student body. 

They are able to advise students in things like career planning or navigating basic 

problems. While their services can include basic mental health guidance, a 

guidance counselor is not trained to treat mental health disorders for extended 

periods of time (Wake Forest University, 2018). Education for a guidance 

counselor includes an undergraduate degree in psychology, counseling, social 

work, or any other related major, followed by a master’s degree in school 

counseling (School-Counselor.org, 2020). While completing graduate degree, 

school counselors also complete one hundred hours of a college supervised 

practicum and six hundred hours of a college supervised internship. Lastly, 

prospective school counselors in the state of New York must pass the content 

specialty test before receiving their certification (NYS Department of Education, 

n.d.). 
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Therapists typically apply psychotherapy to identify and address mental 

health or behavioral health concerns. Their education consists of an 

undergraduate degree in psychology or human services, much like guidance 

counselors. However, at the graduate level, therapists focus their studies on 

mental health counseling. A Master of Science in mental health counseling or a 

Master of Arts in clinical mental health counseling prepares prospective therapists 

for clinical practice with a variety of different mental health disorders and 

concerns. Before obtaining a license, they must also complete at least two years 

of supervised clinical experience providing one-on-one psychotherapy. Upon 

completion, the prospective therapist may take the National Counselor 

Examination for Licensure and Certification. Even after receiving the appropriate 

certifications, therapists are also required to take continuing education to maintain 

their license and ensure they are up to date with psychological practices (Best 

Accredited Colleges, n.d.). 

Mental health disorders and concerns are characterized by significant 

disturbances in a person’s cognition, behavior, or ability to emotionally regulate. 

Significant distress, impairment, or risk of self-harm are also associated with some 

disorders. Some of the most commonly thought of mental disorders include but 

are not limited to anxiety, depression, bipolar disorder, post-traumatic stress 

disorder, and eating disorders (World Health Organization, 2022). 
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Policy Procedures 

State education board requirements for school employment will be 

updated to include a minimum of one licensed therapist. All school districts 

within New York state will be required to employ enough therapists to account 

for 20% of the students in a district, with a single therapist able to see up to ninety 

children in an academic year. About 16.7% of adolescents aged 12-17 receive 

mental health services in a given year (Agency for Healthcare Research and 

Quality, 2022). Assuming that some adolescents are unable to use mental health 

services because of limitations like cost, the figure of 20% hopes to offset some 

of the demand unaccounted for by the previous statistics. If 20% of enrolled 

students exceed ninety children, additional therapists must be employed at the 

same ratio of 1:90 until that requirement is satisfied. From the date that this policy 

is passed, districts will have 18 months to find and hire the appropriate number 

of therapists. 

Alternatively, districts may sign up for a service that provides teletherapy, 

or online therapy sessions. This policy acknowledges that not every district will 

be able to staff therapists in person. In implementing this policy, the demand for 

licensed therapists increases exponentially. Districts may apply for an online 

service in places were staffing an in-person therapist has proved fruitless. 

Therapists may not be able to disperse evenly to accommodate all districts. By 
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allowing online mental health services as well, these alternative hopes to minimize 

any additional stress placed on the school by implementing this policy. Schools 

that opt for teletherapy as their form of providing more comprehensive mentally 

health services to students must have services available for student utilization 

within 18 months of this policy being passed. 

Students in the district are entitled to a maximum of twelve appointments 

with these school contracted therapists in an academic year. With services being 

provided through the school, these twelve appointments will be of no up-front 

cost to families. Funding for the therapy sessions will be provided on a local and 

state level. Between the 8th and 10th appointment, therapists are advised to have 

an honest discussion with the adolescent to see if they are benefiting from the 

therapy. If the limited number of therapy sessions hinders the child’s ability to 

benefit from the therapy, then this would be the time to discuss alternative 

treatment options such as seeing a specialist or psychologist. Students in need of 

more therapy than offered by the district may be referred to as a different 

therapist or specialist who is able to provide more frequent treatment. At that 

point, the cost of seeing an independent therapist will be dependent on the child’s 

caregivers. 

Therapists contracted by school districts are encouraged to minimize the 

impact therapy has on a child’s education. If therapy appointments are scheduled 
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during the child’s school day, it is advised to place these appointments at 

nonintrusive times throughout the day. In the case of middle and high school 

students, a study hall is preferred. Students missing class to attend a therapy 

appointment must check in with their teacher to see what work will be missed in 

class. All the work the student missed must still be made up for. If a student is 

pulled from class, the therapist must make note of it and have the session 

documented with the school nurse for attendance purposes. All other 

documentation of the therapy session remains confidential and follows the same 

guidelines all therapists follow regarding the sensitive information they are 

provided with. Only law enforcement and CPS may become privy to information 

shared during a therapy session in emergency situations where the child’s 

wellbeing is jeopardized. 

A statewide policy of this scale acknowledges that not every district will 

be able to support additional staff with its current funding. To offset this concern, 

districts may apply for a grant through the New York State Education 

Department. Using a similar format to the 2023-2025 New York State Recover 

from COVID School Program Grants (RECOVS), school districts may apply for 

supplemental funding to assist in bringing more mental health resources to 

students across the state (New York State Education Department, n.d.-a). With 

this policy, the grant for staffing therapists will extend through the year 2032. At 
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that point, the Improvement of Adolescent Mental Health Policy will be 

reevaluated to compare the cost and benefit based on annual surveys done over 

the prior seven years. 

Schools interested in this grant must supply information about how many 

students are currently enrolled in the district, any therapists already employed, and 

how many people they are looking to hire. In addition to these reports, general 

information about the surrounding area may be gathered to determine how much 

money the district will need for staffing. This grant may cover up to $75,000 for 

one therapist’s annual salary. For districts that use online mental health counseling 

services, general information will also be gathered to determine how much 

funding schools may need. When applying for the grant, schools must also share 

which online service they plan to use and the cost of its services. The New York 

State Education Department will award funding based on the number of students, 

up to 20% of the student population, and cost per session. The online service 

may also be assessed by the state education department to ensure that it is 

appropriately accredited and safe for the district to use with proper confidentiality 

protocols. 

By requiring school districts to employ the services of mental health 

therapists, the job demand increases exponentially. Therapists have already 

reported an increased demand for their services since the COVID-19 pandemic 
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(Chamlou, 2022). To incentivize more people to pursue a career in mental health 

counseling and therapy, this policy also proposes the creation of a new statewide 

scholarship opportunity for prospective therapists. The money awarded from this 

scholarship must be used towards course tuition, registration fees, testing fees, or 

textbook costs. With this policy already requiring a significant amount of state 

funding for the employment of therapists at districts, a scholarship would not be 

able to cover all of students’ academic costs. Instead, this proposed scholarship 

would only account for up to 50% of academic expenses in a year. Students can 

reapply yearly to continue receiving funding. 

With supportive funding at the state level, state taxation may increase. 

New York state may request a higher educational funding budget from the federal 

government in addition to this increase in taxation rates. By providing support 

for all districts, this policy aims to minimize any disproportional financial burden 

that could be placed on impoverished districts if they were solely responsible for 

funding. Based on previous endorsement of legislature aimed at improving mental 

health services, senators Samra G. Brouk, Joseph P. Addabbo Jr, Jammal T. 

Bailey, Pamela Helming, Brad Hoylman-Sigal, and many more may support this 

policy (The New York State Senate, 2023). 

Policy Evaluation 

Following the 18-month hiring period, school districts will perform 

annual mental health surveys with their student body. Data will be gathered from 
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all students, regardless of if they have utilized therapy services or not. All personal 

data collected from the students will remain anonymous. The questions asked of 

students will be mostly closed-ended and rely on a rating scale for convenience 

of calculating the policy efficacy. Surveys would include questions on their overall 

mental health on a poor to very good scale, if they attended a therapy session 

during the academic year, if that session was administered through the school 

employed service or a private provider, and a scale of satisfaction with their 

school’s mental health services. Follow-up questions may also be asked to explain 

their level of satisfaction, or if students believe there is anything that could be 

improved upon. While no demographic data on the students themselves will be 

recorded, survey results will remain grouped by district when reported back to 

the state education board. This is to evaluate the mental health outcomes of 

different districts across geographic location and the population’s economic 

status. 

With the data collected, the state education board may be able to 

determine what areas benefit the most from this policy. Not only will it evaluate 

the overall success of the policy but may provide insight into how much funding 

each district needs based on student outcomes. Those in high economic classes 

with little or no change in student mental health outcomes may have less of a 

need for state funding than a lower-class district that has seen immense 
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improvement by offering therapy. In districts where the demand for therapists 

exceeds the policies minimum of 15% of the student body, the New York State 

Department of Education may be able to allocate more funding using the 

information provided by these surveys. 

Not only will the annual surveys serve to evaluate where funding is most 

needed, but they will also serve as a method to assess the overall effectiveness of 

this policy. Surveys will be conducted for a total of 7 years following the passage 

of the policy and an 18-month hiring period. When comparing national statistics 

on the rate of mental health services used in recent years, data reported on 

children 5-17 years of age showed that 13.6% of children receive counselling in a 

year (CDC, 2023). However, when limiting the age range to 12-17 years of age, 

the percentage increases to 16.7% (Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, 

2022). A 3% difference can be seen when comparing therapy utilization amongst 

different adolescent groups. Using this information, middle and high school 

students are the most likely to utilize therapy services. For this reason, annual 

surveys must be conducted long enough because most school districts will see a 

complete turnover in students at the middle and high school level. 

During this same period, annual data may also be collected from the New 

York State Education Department, which administers licenses to practice mental 

health counseling in the state (New York State Education Department, n.d.-b), to 
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see if tuition assistance programs did increase the number of students pursuing a 

degree and licensure for child therapy. If little to no change has been found in the 

student outlook on mental health or the number of people seeking a higher degree 

in therapy after the seven-year mark, then the policy may be reevaluated based on 

the cost and outlook. With little change in districts on average, policymakers may 

want to consider looking closer at outliers from the data set to see what 

distinguishes them from the other areas. If population size or socioeconomic 

status of the surrounding area plays a significant role in the efficacy of the policy, 

then it may need to be reshaped to benefit the communities that see the most 

positive changes, as opposed to the entire state. 
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