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Grade A assistance

Education programs help troubled kids

	
	By RUTH BROWN 
rbrown@postregister.com 




Editor's note: This is the final part of a three-part series on issues dealing children's mental health.

Jason's meltdowns would last for hours. The neighbors would hear his screaming and assume the worst.

Outsiders thought Kim Hokanson's son needed discipline.

Reason didn't work. Communication didn't work. Yelling didn't work. Last month, he spent four days in the Behavioral Health Center following a suicide threat.

But the 12-year-old isn't a spoiled kid. He is mentally ill, diagnosed with depression and an anxiety disorder.

Jason's lifeline is a school program, one of many instituted statewide to help the education system deal with about 19,000 Idaho children who struggle with mental health problems.

"I think people are understanding of mental illness more," said Lisa Sherick, assistant superintendent at Idaho Falls School District 91. "It's hard, but it's something we all have to work together on."

Sherick said the partnerships among schools, youth organizations and mental health providers are what have made the most significant impact on helping children.

Schools at work

Teachers and school administrators spend, on average, more waking hours with schoolchildren than most parents do.

So for students such as Jason, the school's role in helping a child work through his or her mental illness is a necessity.

Jason is on an individualized education program to help him stay on task and complete his school work. He also sees a counselor regularly.

"I don't really like going to my counselor," Jason said. "But the IEP helps a lot. I like getting good grades and them helping me and getting a fair chance to succeed."

Hokanson, a family support specialist for the Idaho Federation of Families for Children's Mental Health, said the individualized education programs schools offer have been extremely helpful to her son.

"The biggest change that has come along in schools are the resources available to teach these parents about IEPs and letting them know that they have a right to be there, a right to say what they want and a right to change the IEP if they don't like it," Hokanson said.

The individualized education program is just one leg of the support structure for troubled kids in schools.

"To offer support systems in schools, we need to take a holistic approach. We have them in more of the waking hours than parents do, so we try to teach them social skills," said Ken Marlowe, principal at Discovery Elementary School. "To provide quality service and teach them, teaching appropriate behavior is a big thing for us."

Marlowe also oversees the counseling programs for Bonneville Joint School District 93.

School companions work with a mentally ill child to offer a support service throughout the day, Sherick said. They are available in all schools.

School companions will help students socially and emotionally throughout the day and help the child process stress. Some sit in with children in class; others check in with students during or before school or help make sure work is getting done.

If a school companion isn't enough for the child, psycho-social rehabilitation workers are available in schools. They work with children in school regarding their mental health issues, but they are not available to all students.

Sherick said psycho-social rehabilitation workers are assigned only to children with diagnosed disorders who already are involved in special education.

Psycho-social rehabilitation workers are very similar to a school companion but they work more individually with each child, she said.

They help students with their emotional and behavioral problems, work to improve coping skills and offer support during school.

For more disturbed children, day treatment is available in elementary schools. Day treatment is an extremely structured environment for children with serious emotional disturbances, said Pete Molino, a behavior analyst for Idaho Falls School District 91. The purpose of day treatment is to teach children functional behavior so they can go back to regular classes. Those more disturbed children often can be extremely aggressive, he said.

Sherick said day treatment helps children learn to manage aggression and learn social skills such as getting along with others, making friends or learning how to ask for things. Day treatment also focuses on teaching coping mechanisms to help children when they are frustrated.

Seeing improvement

Jason struggles with his mental illness.

It is always with him.

Still, Jason and his mom think he is getting better.

"As bad as it can get now, it was so much worse before I had an understanding of what was going on," she said.

With Hokanson's understanding, she has found help in the school.

Hokanson said her son's school has played a significant role in improvements in Jason's behavioral, emotional and social issues.

"The schools have been phenomenal," Hokanson said.

Where to get help

There are a number of resources for children with mental health issues. They include:

Idaho Department of Health and Welfare Region 7: Visit www.healthandwelfare.idaho.gov or call 528-5700.

National Alliance on Mental Illness Idaho: (208) 242-7430, namiidaho@yahoo.com or www.nami.org.

Idaho Federation of Families for Children's Mental Health: (208) 433-8845

Suicide Prevention Action Network of Idaho: (208) 860-1703

National Suicide Prevention Hotline: (800) 273-8255

On the internet

Read Part 1: June 21, "One Day at a Time": tinyurl.com/KidsMental

Health

Read Part 2: June 22, "Through the Cracks": tinyurl.com/Hansenstory

Extra insight

May 18, 2003: "Companions fight for kids' mental health" tinyurl.com/MentalHealthPart1

May 19, 2003: "It's inhumane"

tinyurl.com/MentalHealthPart2

May 20, 2003: "Seeking solutions" tinyurl.com/MentalHealthPart3

