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“Dear School” Mental Health Letters: Anxiety 

About this letter: This is a sample “School Letter” that a health professional can write to a patient’s educators to support a student with anxiety. Feel free to cut/paste in your work.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Authors: This sample letter was written by Dr’s Olivia Macleod, Michael Cheng and the mental health professionals at the Children’s Hospital of Eastern Ontario (CHEO), in collaboration with Donaleen Hawes and Michelle Neville, Catholic District School Board of Eastern Ontario (CDSBEO).  

About the “Dear Educator” Mental Health Letter initiative: To learn more, visit this link.

License: Under a Creative Commons License. You are free to share, copy and adapt this work in the work of helping your students. Note however, that otherwise, this work may not be used for commercial purposes.



Dear Educator,

I am writing to give you an update regarding your student, who is known to me for an anxiety condition. Anxiety is characterized by feeling that 1) the world and environment are unsafe, and/or 2) feeling unable to cope with the environment and manage uncertainty.  

Accommodations are essential for this student to function in the academic program. Here is a list of general recommendations. 

· Ensure this student feels connected to the adults. Perhaps the single most important intervention that can help a student feel better able to cope with anxiety and safer is to help the student feel connected to caring adults at the school. This includes:
. Finding time to connect at the beginning of the day
. Accepting and validating the student’s anxiety, e.g. “I wonder if you’re feeling anxious… I appreciate it can’t be easy.”
. Don’t invalidate the anxiety, e.g. don’t say: “That’s a silly thing to be worried about.” 
. Showing an interest in the student
. Making sure the student sees that you are on his/her side
· Work with the student to develop a coping plan, which include:
. Student’s strengths
. Potential problems, stresses or issues
. Strategies and solutions to try
· Have breaks as needed in a designated “chill out space”. Use regular breaks as a preventive measure for stress buildup.  Ensure that there are also opportunities for the student to let you know when things are stressful, and then the student can have a break as needed (i.e., break card). The “chill out space” is a space in a calmer (i.e. less sensory input), relatively private place at school where the student can use different coping strategies until the student is feeling calmer. Examples vary depending on the student and the school, but may include a corner in the classroom; or a resource room where there are less students; or the library.

· Problem-solve and debrief anxiety incidents. After the student has calmed down, try to find a time to help problem-solve around triggers that led to the anxiety.

· Set clear expectations and try to check if the student understands. Some students have anxiety because they want to please the teacher, yet they are uncertain about their teacher’s expectations, but are too anxious to let the teacher know that they don’t understand.

· Chunk work. Be prepared to “chunk” larger work into smaller manageable pieces and provide ongoing feedback, or offers to help.

· Expose the student to challenges step by step. For example, with performance anxiety, the student can initially present material only to the teacher or in small groups. If the student is successful with this, they can move towards presenting to larger and larger numbers of students, until it is the full class.

· Don’t put him/her on the spot by calling on them to answer a question in front of the class. Even though the student may be perfectly capable of answering a question, the student may still be anxious with being the centre of attention.

· Allow the student to choose a partner during group work and, when possible, allow him/her to work only with one partner (as opposed to a larger group).

· Provide sensory materials (i.e., fidgets) to decrease feelings of stress thereby allowing the student to concentrate on the task at hand.

· For tests and exams, consider a separate testing room and extra time if needed.

· For older students, a reduced course load may be needed.  The possibility of a resource period, or learning skills course, should be explored.
 
Strategies for Classroom Education and Destigmatizing Anxiety

· Consider having a classroom lesson about anxiety, and ways of coping, which helps all students be more understanding with anxiety. Do not single out students with anxiety by mentioning their names, but rather make the lesson about anxiety in general.


· Model self-compassion. For many students, anxiety is about feeling unsafe due to not measuring up to expectations around them. Teach self-compassion by ensuring that the classroom models the following:
. Mindfulness: Teach students how to be in the moment, rather than distracted.
. Kindness and compassion to others: Have a classroom that values kindness over competition.
. Kindness and compassion to ourselves: When you hear students being self-critical, reframe the criticism in a positive and forgiving manner.


· Gratitude: Consider incorporating gratitude into school routines, such as at the end of the classroom day.

· Stop stigma and teasing. Deal immediately with any negative behavior by peers towards more sensitive students.
For more information about supporting students with anxiety in the school:
· Building Resilient Students with Positive Mental Health
http://smh-assist.ca/blog/2016/03/15/building-resilient-students-with-positive-mental-health-flip-book-cdsbeo/ 

· Supporting Minds
https://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/document/reports/SupportingMinds.pdf
 
Thank you for the work you do every day in supporting this student. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions or comments.
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