
YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH AND PALISADES:  Join the Discussion

Earlier this fall, Palisades School District hosted an event entitled, “Join the Discussion-Youth
Mental Health and Palisades.”  We invited a panel of presenters from local organizations with
whom we have a professional relationship as an educational partner in our community.  The
panelists included:

Melissa Groden (Council of Southeast PA), Beth Hall (Lakeside Global Institute), Kristi Hoover
(Deputy District Attorney, Bucks County), Katie Lloyd (LPC Palisades SD), Chief McDonald
(Springfield Township), Dave Stiansen (Haycock Ministries) and Dr. Bridget O’Connell
(Superintendent)

Questions were submitted by our community, in addition to general questions, which were
directed to our panelists and moderated by Dr. Michael Donnelly, Assistant to the
Superintendent for Education at Palisades.  As promoters of positive mental health in their
day-to-day work, several “themes” became evident from this important discussion.  These ideas
can help to frame what each one of us can do to help improve mental health in our community.
Here are 7 things that we can all do to help the youth in our community:

1. Eliminate the Stigma Associated with Mental Health:

Many individuals deal with mental health-related issues; after all, we are human.  Feeling
excessively sad or low, extreme mood swings between high and low, changes in sleeping or
eating habits, fear of how you look, overuse of substances like alcohol or drugs, are feelings to
which some of us can relate.  In children, these feelings may present themselves differently
since they are just beginning to learn how to express how they feel and process their thoughts
and emotions.  Children who feel emotional stress may experience:

● Changes in school performance
● Excessive worry or anxiety, for instance fighting to avoid bed or school
● Hyperactive behavior
● Frequent nightmares
● Frequent disobedience or aggression
● Frequent temper tantrums

(from NAMI - National Alliance on Mental Illness)

2. Encourage Engagement and Belonging:

Children should be encouraged to participate in activities that will allow for interaction with
others who have the values that you want to promote.  Coaches, teachers, club advisors, troop
leaders, and religious leaders can have a positive impact on your child and can help them to



stay engaged.  Promoting interests in activities and hobbies can help your child further develop
feelings of belonging and allow them to continue to grow.

Too much screen time (devoted to social media, gaming or just surfing the internet) can be
isolating and lead more toward antisocial behavior that is not helpful for positive mental health.
Oversaturation in social media (we all know a little about algorithms that these companies use)
is simply not good for anyone - going down a rabbit hole that can lead to depression,
self-criticism, or worse - is just not in our children’s best interest.  Limiting screen time (as tough
as it may be) is the first step!

3. Teach How to Self Regulate:

When your child is experiencing extreme emotions, learning the skills to self regulate is helpful
and can really make a difference for your child’s mental health.  Learning to calm themselves
when upset, cheering themselves up when feeling down, persisting through difficult situations,
seeing the good in others or the upside in a challenging situation, and practicing mindfulness
are just a few of the skills that children can learn to help maintain good mental health.  It takes
practice and perseverance, as we can all attest, to remain calm under pressure.

4. Remain Active and Exercise Regularly:

The many benefits of regular exercise and activity include boosting your mood, having fun and
being social, and promoting better sleep.  For these reasons and more, remaining active and
exercising regularly is a great way to improve your physical and mental health.  Promoting
activity and exercise with children can help them, too!  Best of all, making exercise and activity a
part of a child’s lifestyle will continue with them throughout their lives!  This is a win-win for
physical and mental health!

5. Be Proactive - Use and Advocate for Resources in Our Community:

A few examples of some of the programs that our schools use to provide social and emotional
learning for students include programs from the Network of Victims Assistance (NOVA),
LifeSkills (middle/high school) and Second Step (elementary).  We also have provided Trauma
Informed training for all of our staff to recognize and assist students who have experienced
trauma which can negatively impact their ability to learn.  These programs, combined with
others like Positive School Wide Behavior and Interventions, Restorative Practices, and the
work of our counselors, add to the safety nets we have in place for our students.

Continuing to recognize the needs of our students and families and providing services or
referring families to the necessary resources is paramount to social and emotional development
and positive mental health.  Shortages of employees and funding in many service organizations
throughout Bucks County are limiting the availability of services for students and families.  Your
support of organizations like the United Way, the Red Cross, the Lord’s Pantry in Ottsville, the



YMCA, the Palisades Community Foundation  and others help to provide food, clothing or
services for those in need.

6. If You See Something…Say Something:  Using Safe to Say

Safe2Say Something is a youth violence prevention program run by the Pennsylvania Office of
the Attorney General. The program teaches youth and adults how to recognize warning signs
and signals, especially within social media, from individuals who may be a threat to themselves
or others and to “say something” BEFORE it is too late. With Safe2Say Something, it’s easy and
confidential to report safety concerns to help prevent violence and tragedies.  To submit an
anonymous tip, please call 1-844-SAF2SAY

7. Strive for Five:

You CAN make a difference!  You DO make a difference!  It is beneficial for our youth to have at
least 5 adults in their lives who can mentor, advise, and provide friendship and support!  You
can play a part in helping our children; maybe you are a coach, a caregiver, an employer or a
neighbor - anyone can be a positive influence and a good role model!  Helping our youth to
learn how to be better citizens and contributors to our community can be rewarding.  It can be
as simple as a kind word at the checkout counter or as demanding as being a club leader or
advisor.  Everyone can make a difference!  Thanks for doing your part for the youth in
Palisades!

In closing, thank you for your support of our schools, students, staff, and families!  Our district is
a caring community, and we all work together, supporting each other and making this a great
place to live and work.  As a school district, we look forward to providing more information this
year about mental health resources in our community.  Later this school year, we will be holding
a Community Resource Fair to introduce those services and representatives to our community,
including those organizations in which our students and adults alike, can become involved.
Look for more information coming out soon.


