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Subject: Student Mental Health
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Mental Health Leaders

Principals of Secondary Schools
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Director of Education, Consortium Centre Jules-Léger 

Purpose

The Ministries of Education and Health are committed to working collaboratively

to build a continuum of mental health and addictions care across schools,

community-based child and youth mental health providers, and hospitals that is

coordinated, comprehensive and responsive to the needs of each and every
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student.[1]

The purpose of this memorandum is to outline requirements for school boards

and school authorities, and the Consortium Centre Jules-Léger[2] to provide

culturally responsive, evidence-informed student mental health promotion,

prevention and early intervention services that respect students as complex

individuals and provide appropriate supports for their diverse needs. As well, this

memorandum outlines the importance of school boards working within the

broader provincial system of care to help provide clear pathways to and from

more intensive community and hospital-based mental health services, when

needed. 

Good mental health is foundational to achievement. Students who report feeling

mentally well, are more ready to learn, feel a stronger sense of belonging at

school, and perform better academically. Substance use prevention programs

and supports can also help improve student performance, participation, and

overall well-being. The well-being of others such as school sta�, family, and other

students may also have an impact on student mental health and should be

acknowledged as an important factor in supporting student mental health and

wellness.

The Education Act makes it clear that all partners in the education sector have a

role to play in enhancing student achievement and well-being and authorizes the

Minister to establish policies and guidelines respecting student mental health,

including respecting the use of learning materials relating to student mental

health and require boards to comply with the policies and guidelines.[3]

Schools are an ideal place for mental health promotion, the prevention of mental

health issues, and the early identi�cation of mental health concerns through

school-based intervention services. Schools provide students with the knowledge

and skills to be aware of, care for, and advocate for their own mental health and

well-being.

Mental health and addictions services and supports need to adhere to trauma-

informed practices, that are culturally responsive, and respect students as

complex individuals and providing appropriate supports for their diverse needs.
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Context

Roadmap to Wellness: A Plan to Build Ontario’s Mental Health and Addictions

System  (https://www.ontario.ca/page/roadmap-wellness-plan-build-ontarios-mental-

health-and-addictions-system) is the government’s plan to build a comprehensive

and connected mental health and addictions system that recognizes the needs of

Ontario’s diverse population including children and youth. Implementing the

roadmap requires a whole-of-government approach. This policy/program

memorandum (PPM) supports the government’s commitment to develop a

mental health and addictions system that makes high quality services available

for people throughout their lifetime.

Vision Statement for Student Mental Health in Ontario

Students have the knowledge and skills to understand and support their mental

health and have access to high quality mental health and addiction services that

provide appropriate supports for their complex and individual needs when and

where they need them across the provincial mental health continuum of care.

Requirements for School Boards

1. Three-Year Mental Health and Addictions Strategy and One-Year Action
Plan

Every school board must develop and implement a three-year mental health and

addictions strategy and one-year action plan that includes at a minimum, a

comprehensive framework that includes the requirements outlined in this PPM

and how each component will be evaluated and measured. The board’s mental

health and addictions strategy and action plan must be made publicly available

on its website by June 30th of the prior school year and re�ect input from key

partners including students, families and local community-based child and youth

mental health providers.

The Ministry will provide a template to school boards on an annual basis to
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report on the implementation status of the PPM requirements, to be submitted

by June 30th, with a copy of the board’s three-year mental health and addictions

strategy and one-year action plan.

2. Joint Local Planning with Community-based Child and Youth Mental
Health Providers

The work of joint local planning is to support school boards and community-

based child and youth mental health lead agencies implementation of a

coordinated mental health care system in local communities. This includes:

• Establishing and sharing relevant information between organizations

including standardized partnerships, protocols and processes (e.g.,

Memorandum of Understanding);

• Making the best use of mental health resources in each community by

clarifying roles and responsibilities at each tier of service and communicating

about the available capacity of local community-based child and youth

agencies

• Establishing clear pathways to/through/from mental health care services for

students who require services outside of the school setting; and

• Coordinating outreach and engagement with students and their families who

may face barriers to accessing mental health care.

To further the vision of “one system of care”[4] where mental health services

across sectors place children, young people, and their families within the centre

of care, it is the Ministry of Education’s expectation that school board leadership

(e.g., Superintendents with Responsibility for Mental Health and Mental Health

Leaders) actively engage with and collaborate in local planning that is related to

student mental health and wellness. A description of this collaboration should be

detailed and posted on the website in the school board’s one-year action plan

and the key outcomes achieved must be provided to the Ministry of Education

through the Annual School Mental Health Survey.

Overall, school boards, Mental Health Leaders, and schools should engage with

other interrelated sectors and service delivery partners as needed, as part of

system planning e�orts (e.g., hospitals, public health units, local Indigenous

partners through Indigenous Education Councils and communities, addictions

and substance use prevention organizations, cultural and faith-based
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organizations, organizations addressing gender-based violence, youth advocacy

groups).

3. Multi-Tiered System of Supports

School boards will utilize a Multi-Tiered System of Supports[5] approach to deliver

school-based mental health services. This structure helps to establish priorities,

clarify roles, and ensure service coordination and quality. A Multi-Tiered System

of Supports structure includes a continuum of services: mental health promotion,

early identi�cation, prevention and early intervention, and service pathways /

clinical support for more intensive mental health needs. 

Figure 1: Integrated Tiered System of Care

4. Consistent Use of Evidence-informed Brief Interventions[6] and
Standardized Measurement

Regulated school mental health professionals will utilize evidence-informed brief

interventions and standardized measurement tools that align with their scope of

practice and regulatory colleges’ obligations for privacy and reporting. This will

allow for opportunities to maximize the best use of resources and meet students’

goals of improved mental health in the school setting. Additionally, the

interventions and measurement tools are to be compliant with applicable

legislation, such as the Personal Health Information Protection Act, 2004 (PHIPA).
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5. Suicide Prevention, Intervention and Postvention Protocols

All school boards will work with their local community mental health and

healthcare partners, including Indigenous partners and communities to regularly

update and enhance their board’s suicide prevention, intervention and

postvention protocols. All school administrators and educators, including

guidance teacher-counsellors, must have working knowledge of these protocols

and know how to reach out for help immediately on behalf of students.

6. Virtual Care Delivery

When possible, school boards should use an in-person mode of delivery for

mental health supports. Remote mental health services using a virtual care

platform can be used/o�ered when it is the most appropriate or accessible

delivery vehicle to meet student needs. School boards must use and ensure that

the providers of mental health prevention and early intervention services are

using a virtual care solution that meets provincial standards for I&IT solutions to

support the safety and security of students and other board users, is compliant

with applicable legislation, such as the PHIPA for providing mental health services

and aligns with the provider’s scope of practice and regulatory colleges’

obligations for privacy and reporting. It is recommended that virtual care

solutions with video and/or secure messaging functionality are veri�ed solutions

on the Ontario Health Veri�ed Virtual Visits Solution List

(https://www.ontariohealth.ca/system-planning/digital-standards/virtual-visits-

veri�cation/veri�ed-solutions-list) , which ensures solutions meet provincial

standards for privacy, security and functionality.  

7. Enhanced Educator and Staff Mental Health Literacy

School boards will support learning and share evidence-informed resources on

mental health and addictions with educators and school sta�, including guidance

teacher- counsellors, so that they can embed mental health promotion and

substance use prevention into the education experience for students and help to

foster safe, and welcoming environments.   

8. Mandatory Mental Health Literacy Learning for Students

School boards will implement ministry-approved, teacher-led and culturally

responsive mental health literacy learning modules for students in Grades 7 and

8 that respect the individual and diverse needs of students and ensure
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consistency in mental health literacy learning across the province. The modules

will be aligned with the existing curriculum expectations in the Grades 7 and 8

Health and Physical Education curriculum. Students will learn about mental

health and mental illness and build awareness of the impact of stigma associated

with mental illness. In preparation for the transitions that come with

adolescence, students will continue building strategies for supporting their

mental health, including self-care strategies to maintain good mental health and

to know where and when to seek help.

9. Family Mental Health Literacy and Awareness

Parents and families play a critical role in supporting the mental health of

students and should be involved in their children’s mental health journey when

possible. In support of meaningful engagement with families, school boards will

make available culturally responsive family mental health literacy resources to

ensure that families have access to high quality information about how best to

notice and respond when their child may be struggling with their mental health,

reduce the stigma that surrounds mental health and mental illness, and provide

appropriate supports for their child’s individual needs. This includes educational

and engagement opportunities for families through school community outreach

e�orts.

10. Social-Emotional Learning

Social-emotional learning skills help students foster overall health and well-being,

good mental health, and support the ability to learn and thrive. The social-

emotional learning skills that are embedded in the Ontario curriculum include:

identi�cation and management of emotions, recognizing sources of stress and

coping with challenges, maintaining positive motivation and perseverance,

building healthy relationships, developing self-awareness and con�dence, and

thinking critically and creatively.

As emerging research shows the impact that the evaluation of social-emotional

learning skills can have on particular groups of students (e.g., Black, Indigenous,

racialized students, male students, students with disabilities and students

experiencing other socio-demographic disadvantages), educators are not to

assess, evaluate or report on the overall expectations related to social-emotional

learning skills in the Ontario curriculum. It is the ministry’s expectation that

instruction of the social-emotional learning skills will continue.
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11. Mental Health Absences

Emphasizing the importance of self-care and prioritizing mental health can allow

for more open conversations amongst students, parents, and teachers. If

students are unable to attend school due to a mental health concern, their

absence must be excused under s. 21(2)(b) (“by reason of sickness or other

unavoidable cause”) of the Education Act.

Implementation

School Mental Health Ontario (SMH-ON) is the Ministry of Education’s

implementation partner for student mental health.  SMH-ON does this through

the development and implementation of made-in-Ontario, evidence-informed

mental health promotion and prevention resources, programs, and professional

learning for classroom educators, school administrators, and regulated school

mental health professionals. School boards are expected to work closely with

SMH-ON to support the provision of evidence-informed approaches to school-

based mental health promotion, prevention and early intervention. 

Similarly, the Knowledge Institute on Child and Youth Mental Health and

Addictions, partners with the Ministry of Health, the community-based child and

youth mental health sector and SMH-ON to share knowledge, build capacity, and

create connections to help improve mental health and addictions services for

children and youth and their families.

Both organizations are key partners in supporting the implementation of quality

mental health services for students and their families across the care continuum.

The implementation of this memorandum should consider the intersections of

student mental health with other ministry PPMs including but not limited to:

• Policy/Program Memorandum 81: Provision of health support services in

school settings  (https://www.ontario.ca/document/education-ontario-policy-and-

program-direction/policyprogram-memorandum-81) ;
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• Policy/Program Memorandum 119: Developing and implementing equity and

inclusive education policies in Ontario schools  (https://www.ontario.ca

/document/education-ontario-policy-and-program-direction/policyprogram-

memorandum-119) ;

• Policy/Program Memorandum 144: Bullying prevention and intervention

(https://www.ontario.ca/document/education-ontario-policy-and-program-direction

/policyprogram-memorandum-144) ;

• Policy/Program Memorandum 149: Protocol for partnerships with external

agencies for provision of services by regulated health professionals,

regulated social service professionals, and paraprofessionals

(https://www.ontario.ca/document/education-ontario-policy-and-program-direction

/policyprogram-memorandum-149) ;

• Policy/Program Memorandum 151: Professional activity days devoted to

provincial education priorities  (https://www.ontario.ca/document/education-

ontario-policy-and-program-direction/policyprogram-memorandum-151)

The Ministry of Education expects all decisions that support student mental

health and well-being to be made in accordance with this PPM and applicable

laws, including the Ontario Human Rights Code, and with school board collective

agreements. Where any direction of the PPM con�icts with these requirements,

the applicable laws and collective agreement provisions prevail.

Roles and Responsibilities

Ministry of Education

The Ministry of Education provides guidance, funding, and implementation

support to school boards to help promote student mental health. The ministry

also works with other partner ministries such as the Ministry of Health to support

a more systematic approach to children’s mental health and to make the best

possible use of resources across the continuum of mental health care.

Ministry of Health

The Ministry of Health has the provincial policy mandate for the overall mental
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health and addictions system. In March 2020, the ministry released Roadmap to

Wellness, Ontario’s mental health and addictions strategy. The Mental Health and

Addictions Centre of Excellence at Ontario Health is responsible for implementing

Roadmap to Wellness with guidance and funding from the Ministry of Health. The

ministry also provides strategic program management and �scal oversight of

community-based child and youth mental health programs and services under

the authority of the Child, Youth and Family Services Act, 2017. The Ministry of

Health collaborates with the Ministry of Education to support a more integrated

system of mental health care for students.

School Boards

School boards are responsible for a number of activities including but not limited

to administering the funding they receive from the province for their schools,

hiring teachers and other sta� including mental health professionals, supervising

the operation of schools and their teaching programs, and ensuring schools

operate in accordance with the Education Act and its regulations.

Community-based Child and Youth Mental Health Agencies

Community-based child and youth mental health agencies deliver a range of

mental health services to children and youth up to the age of 18, and their

families. Services are primarily based on a set of provincially de�ned child and

youth mental health “core services,” ranging from prevention services,

counselling, and therapy to intensive and specialized services.

Children and Youth Mental Health (CYMH) Lead Agencies

CYMH Lead Agencies are child and youth community-based mental health

agencies which are also accountable for planning the delivery of core services in

their area and which work with the health, education, and child welfare sectors,

including hospitals, schools, and Children’s Aid Societies, to better coordinate

services and supports for young people. The CYMH Lead Agency Consortium is a

group that represents all 31 Lead Agencies and provides them the opportunity to

collaborate, address common challenges, and share information on promising

practices, as well as provide coordinated advice to the Ministry of Health.

Public Health Units

Policy/Program Memorandum 169 | Education in Ontario: policy and p... https://www.ontario.ca/document/education-ontario-policy-and-program...

10 of 17 2023-07-28, 4:19 p.m.



Ontario’s 34 Public Health Units o�er healthy living programs and disease

prevention information for individuals across the lifespan. As a requirement

under The Ontario Public Health Standards: Requirements for Programs, Services, and

Accountability (Standards), (https://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs

/publichealth/oph_standards/protocolsguidelines.aspx) boards of health are

required to consider mental health promotion under four di�erent program

standards: Chronic Disease Prevention and Well-Being, Healthy Growth and

Development, School Health, and Substance Use and Injury Prevention. Under

the Mental Health Promotion Guideline, 2018, and School Health Guideline, 2018

(https://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards

/protocolsguidelines.aspx#guidelines) , boards of health shall develop and

implement a program of public health interventions using a comprehensive

health promotion approach to improve the health of school-aged children and

youth.

Superintendent with Responsibility for Mental Health

The Superintendent with Responsibility for Mental Health provides overall

strategic direction in the area of student mental health and ensures this work is

communicated and aligned throughout the school board. System and school

leaders establish the conditions for quality, consistency and sustainability in

school mental health.

Mental Health Leaders

Every school board employs a Mental Health Leader to provide leadership within

their school board for student mental health. Mental Health Leaders collaborate

with school board sta� and community mental health partners to promote a

proactive, integrated system of care, with clear pathways to/from/through service

for students requiring mental health supports.

Mental Health Leaders are experienced, regulated mental health clinicians who

are accountable for developing and implementing their school board’s three-year

mental health and addictions strategy, one-year action plan, and the collection,

utilization and reporting of information related to student mental health.

Regulated School Mental Health Professionals

Regulated school mental health professionals, including social workers,
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psychologists, and psychotherapists support students with mild to moderate

mental health concerns and provide brief evidence-informed early interventions.

For students with more intensive mental health concerns, regulated school

mental health professionals will refer students to community-based child and

youth mental health services. However, regulated school mental health

professionals will support students with intensive mental health concerns and/or

students in crisis, as appropriate, when intensive mental health services are not

readily available in the community.

Non-regulated School Mental Health Professionals (Student Support Staff)

Non-regulated school mental health professionals, (e.g., child and youth workers)

support all students in the classroom or in small groups with evidence-informed

mental health literacy and universal mental health promotion activities.

Mental Health and Addictions Nurses in Schools

Mental Health and Addictions Nurses in Schools are employees of Home and

Community Care Support Services who provide early intervention, system

navigation, and therapeutic strategies that address speci�c mental health and

addiction needs for students. The program consists of specialized nurses working

in the community and in schools to assist students who have various mental

health challenges.

Educators

Educators are well-positioned to teach all students about mental health. Mental

health and well-being is included in the Program Planning section for all Ontario

curriculum. In addition, there are mental health related expectations included in

various elementary and secondary Curricula. Educators are at the center of

creating mentally healthy, and welcoming classroom environments and notice

students about whom they may have a concern and know how to respond to

those observations. Educators are aware of the pathways to support available in

their school when they do notice a student about whom they are concerned.

Guidance Teacher-Counsellors

Guidance teacher-counsellors support career counselling as well as student well-

being and make connections to supports for student mental health.
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Data Collection, Monitoring and Evaluation

The collection and use of data and evidence to monitor and evaluate student

mental health and addictions needs and progress will identify where gaps may

exist. Data and evidence will inform both the Ministry of Education and school

boards that the supporting conditions for student mental health and well-being

in schools have been established.

School boards are required to annually report to the Ministry of Education on

their activities to achieve the requirements outlined in this memorandum and to

use data to inform their three-year mental health and addictions strategy and

one-year action plan. The EDU Annual School Mental Health Survey will be

comprised of questions that capture information about mental health supports

and services provided by school boards, mental health literacy instruction for

students, and collaboration with community-based child and youth mental health

providers. Data collected pertaining to Indigenous students is expected to follow

principles of ownership, control, access, and possession (OCAP).

Review Process

To ensure information and practices related to student mental health and

addictions are current and evidence-informed, this PPM will be reviewed every

�ve years.

Appendix A: Glossary of Terms

Mental health
is the state of an individual’s psychological and emotional well-being. It is a
necessary resource for living a healthy life and a main factor in overall health. It
does not mean the same thing as mental illness. However, poor mental health
can lead to mental and physical illness. Good mental health allows you to feel,
think and act in ways that help you enjoy life and cope with its challenges.[7]

Mental illness
is de�ned as alterations in thinking, mood or behaviour associated with
signi�cant distress and impaired functioning in one or more areas such as school,
work, social or family interactions or the ability to live independently.[8]
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Addiction
is a complex process where problematic patterns of substance use or behaviours
can interfere with a person’s life. Addiction can be broadly de�ned as a condition
that leads to a compulsive engagement with a stimuli, despite negative
consequences. This can lead to physical and/or psychological dependence.
Addictions can be either substance related (such as the problematic use of
alcohol or drugs) or process-related, also known as behavioural addictions (such
as gambling or internet addiction). Both can disrupt an individual’s ability to
maintain a healthy life.[9]

Substance Use and Mental Health
When mental health issues and substance abuse occur together, they are called
concurrent disorders. Mental health issues and substance abuse problems occur
on a continuum, and a concurrent disorder emerges when they intersect at any
point. For example, a person might use alcohol to cope with feelings of anxiety or
use drugs to cope with symptoms of Attention De�cit Hyperactivity Disorder.[10]

Mental Health Promotion: Providing universal supports for all students
(Tier 1) -
This is the foundational everyday work that educators and school sta� do within
and beyond the curriculum to welcome and include students, to understand
them, to build knowledge of mental health, to promote mentally healthy habits
and to partner with families, students and other sta� to create a supportive
environment. Most of the mental health work in schools is at this level.[11]

Prevention and Early Intervention: Targeted evidence-informed help for
students requiring additional support (Tier 2) -
In school, there will be some students who may need additional support..
Educators and school sta� can help by reinforcing skills and working to remove
barriers to learning.  Regulated school mental health professionals and others
with specialized skills provide intervention services, like school-based brief
interventions.[12]

Intervention and Pathways to Care: Bridging and crisis management
support for students who require more intensive treatment and access to
services from community partners (Tier 3) -
Although it will always be necessary for regulated school mental health
professionals to provide some level of intensive services (because students
cannot or will not access outside supports, and to manage crisis events as they
arise), it is the role of school mental health professionals to help students access
appropriate community or health services and to provide needed ongoing care
while students are at school.[13]

Intensive services for community-based and/or in-home treatment or in-
patient/live-in treatment (Tier 4) -
These services are provided by community-based mental health agencies or
hospitals for students with the most intense and complex mental health
challenges. The role of regulated school mental health professionals is to support
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Footnotes

• [1] ^ In this memorandum, references to parent(s) and families are

aligned with de�nitions of parent(s) and guardian(s) as used in the

Education Act. It may also be taken to include caregivers or close family

members who are responsible for raising the child.

• [2] ^ Wherever school boards are referenced, school authorities and the

Consortium Centre Jules-Léger are also included.

• [3] ^ This policy is established under the authority of paragraph 29.6 of s.

8(1) of the Education Act which authorizes the Minister to establish

student referrals to Tier 4 services, support case management/coordinate with
other services the student may require, and support students’ reintegration back
to the school environment.[14]

School-based Brief Interventions
is an approach to mental health services, delivered in schools that is systematic,
brief and evidence-informed for students experiencing mild to moderate mental
health concerns. It can be provided to individuals or in small groups.[15]

Measurement-based Care
is the routine, systematic use of validated measures, such as patient-reported
symptom-rating scales, before or during each clinical encounter to inform
decision-making about treatment.[16]

Trauma-Informed Practice
recognizes the signs and symptoms of trauma, realizes the extensive impact of
traumatic stress on individuals and communities, responds by integrating
knowledge of trauma into the program or service, and actively resists the re-
traumatization of clients and sta�.[17]

Culturally Responsive
is an approach to mental health learning, supports and services that considers
students’ intersecting social and cultural identities. This approach recognizes that
students may respond di�erently to mental health learning, supports and
services and that these di�erences may be connected to a student’s background,
language, family structure, and social or cultural identities. This approach also
emphasizes that educators and school leaders re�ect on their own biases and
analyze how their own identities and experiences a�ect how they view,
understand, and interact with all students.[18]
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policies and guidelines respecting student mental health and require

boards to comply with the policies and guidelines.

• [4] ^ School and Community System of Care Collaborative. (2022). Right

time, right care: Strengthening Ontario’s mental health and addictions

system of care for children and young people (https://smho-smso.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2022/04/report-right-time-right-care.pdf) .

• [5] ^ Stephan, S. H., Sugai, G., Lever, N., Connors, E. (2015). Strategies for

integrating mental health into schools via a multitiered system of

support (https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chc.2014.12.002) . Child and

Adolescent Psychiatric Clinics of North America, 24(2), 211-231.

• [6] ^ Brief services (4-6 sessions) provide “quick access” to therapeutic

encounters to address the immediate or presenting needs of a student.

Therapeutic approaches include but are not limited to solution-focused,

cognitive-behavioural, motivational interviewing and brief narrative

therapies. Brief services may meet the needs of the child or young

person and be all the treatment that is required or it can help identify or

clarify the need for further treatment or services

• [7] ^ Public Health Agency of Canada (https://www.canada.ca/en/public-

health/services/about-mental-health.html)

• [8] ^ Public Health Agency of Canada (https://www.canada.ca/en/public-

health/services/chronic-diseases/mental-illness.html)

• [9] ^ Canadian Mental Health Association (https://ontario.cmha.ca

/addiction-and-substance-use-and-addiction/)

• [10] ^ Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse. When Mental Health and

Substance Abuse Problems Collide: Understanding, Preventing,

Identifying and Addressing Mental Health and Substance Abuse Issues in

Youth (Topic Summary) (ccsa.ca) (https://www.ccsa.ca/sites/default/�les

/2019-05/CCSA-Mental-Health-and-Substance-Abuse-2013-en.pdf)

• [11] ^ School Mental Health Ontario (https://smho-smso.ca/school-and-

system-leaders/learn-more/mental-health-leadership-strategies/think-in-

tiers-and-focus-on-the-positive/)

• [12] ^ School Mental Health Ontario (https://smho-smso.ca/school-and-

system-leaders/learn-more/mental-health-leadership-strategies/think-in-
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