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A Call to Action: Reimagining Education in the Age of Mental Health Crisis 

Michael Selkis, September 27, 2024 
 

 

"If you're always trying to be normal, you will never know how amazing you can 

be." — Maya Angelou 
 

Abstract  

 

The modern educational landscape is grappling with unprecedented challenges: the lasting 

impact of COVID-19, social isolation, rising mental health issues, and the pervasive influence of 

social media. Despite extensive efforts to address these issues through add-on programs, short-

term solutions, and expensive interventions, our systems are failing to create long-lasting change. 

This paper argues that the path forward requires a radical reimagining of how we structure our 

schools, assess our students, and support our teachers. Drawing on research from education, 

social services, neuroscience, and change dynamics, this paper presents a comprehensive call to 

action to rebuild education on a foundation of community, empathy, and sustainable 

transformation. 

 

Introduction   

 

The COVID-19 pandemic marked a seismic shift in the world, drastically altering how we live, 

learn, and interact. Children and educators alike were thrust into a culture of isolation, 

heightened anxiety, and persistent uncertainty. As schools closed and transitioned to virtual 

learning, the traditional support structures for students crumbled, resulting in increased rates of 

depression, anxiety, and disengagement among youth. Similarly, educators—tasked with 

adapting to new modes of instruction—experienced burnout, stress, and a deep sense of 

professional dissatisfaction. According to the CDC, symptoms of anxiety and depressive 

disorders among youth aged 12-17 increased by over 25% during the pandemic, while a 2021 

survey by the National Education Association (NEA) found that 55% of teachers were 

considering leaving the profession. 

 

In response, schools and districts scrambled to implement new programs, curricula, and services. 

Millions were spent on social-emotional learning (SEL) programs, mental health awareness 

campaigns, and remote learning technologies. Yet, despite the investments, many students and 

teachers report feeling more disconnected and unsupported than ever. The problem is not the lack 

of initiatives; it is the absence of a coherent, integrated strategy that truly addresses the root 

causes of mental health crises in schools. 

 

The Landscape: Stress, Isolation, and the Role of Social Media   

 

Before the pandemic, students already faced a complex web of pressures: academic performance, 

social comparison, and the omnipresence of social media. With COVID-19, these issues were 

exacerbated as the digital world became the primary mode of interaction for millions of young 

people. Studies from the American Psychological Association show that excessive social media 

use is linked to heightened feelings of loneliness and self-doubt, particularly among adolescents. 
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The carefully curated lives presented on platforms like Instagram and TikTok foster unrealistic 

expectations and reinforce a sense of inadequacy. Additionally, the algorithms used by these 

platforms are designed to capture attention, creating addictive behaviors and reducing time spent 

on meaningful, face-to-face interactions. 

 

For educators, the pressure is no less intense. Shifts in instructional models, coupled with the 

need to manage the emotional well-being of students, have pushed many to the breaking point. A 

survey from RAND Corporation found that teacher stress levels now surpass those of healthcare 

workers, a troubling indicator of systemic dysfunction in our schools. Educators are expected to 

serve as counselors, crisis managers, and instructional experts, often without the necessary 

training or support. 

 

Current Interventions: Band-Aids on a Broken System   

 

The prevailing response to these complex problems has been to add more programs, more 

interventions, and more trainings—often without considering the cumulative burden on schools. 

For example, the Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS), while a powerful framework, is 

often implemented as a checklist rather than a philosophy. Short-term funding cycles and the 

proliferation of consultant-driven solutions have created a patchwork of disconnected services 

that rarely address the holistic needs of children and educators. As a result, schools celebrate 

incremental improvements as "innovation," but these successes are rarely sustainable. Real 

transformation requires more than just a new reading program or SEL curriculum; it demands a 

fundamental rethinking of how we structure our educational systems. 

 

Recognizing Pockets of Success: Learning from Inspired Efforts   

 

It is important to acknowledge that there are pockets of success across the nation. There are 

schools where a culture of innovation, trust, and community has flourished, leading to improved 

mental health, academic outcomes, and educator satisfaction. However, these successes are often 

tied to the presence of one or a few exceptionally inspired individuals. Whether it is a principal 

who prioritizes relationship-building or a teacher who has created a safe haven in their 

classroom, these efforts show what is possible but also highlight a troubling reality: they are 

rarely sustained upon that individual’s departure. 

 

This transitory success underscores a critical question: Why aren’t these isolated successes 

becoming the norm across all schools? The answer lies in our failure to address systemic barriers 

and resistance to change. While we celebrate these pockets, we often fall into the trap of 

replicating the visible practices without understanding the deeper cultural shifts and relational 

underpinnings that make them effective. True change is not a set of isolated programs—it is a 

shift in mindset, structure, and community engagement. 

 

The Roadblocks to Transformation: Why Are We Not Doing What We Know Works?   

 

Despite widespread agreement on what students and teachers need—relationships, support, 

meaningful engagement, and empowerment—our education system remains entrenched in 

outdated practices. The barriers to change are multifaceted: 
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1. Structural Inertia: Education is steeped in tradition, with long-standing policies and practices 

that are resistant to innovation. Schools often default to what has been done before because it 

feels safer than stepping into the unknown. 

2. Misaligned Incentives: Funding is often tied to short-term, quantitative metrics rather than 

long-term, qualitative improvements. This creates a perverse incentive to prioritize superficial 

gains over deeper, sustainable change. 

3. Lack of Coherent Vision: While individual educators and leaders may have a clear sense of 

what needs to be done, systemic change requires a shared vision and coordinated effort. Too 

often, districts and schools operate in silos, with fragmented initiatives that lack alignment. 

4. Fear of Failure: Education is a high-stakes field, and the fear of making mistakes can stifle 

innovation. Leaders and teachers are often discouraged from taking risks, resulting in a culture 

that values compliance over creativity. 

 

The Path Forward: Building on What Works   

If we are to build on these pockets of success, we must shift our focus from isolated interventions 

to systemic transformation. This means: 

 

-Cultivating Leadership at All Levels: Empowering not just administrators but also teachers, 

support staff, and community members to take ownership of the change process. 

-Breaking Down Silos: Creating structures that encourage cross-functional collaboration and 

shared decision-making. 

-Prioritizing Relationships and Trust: Investing in the time and resources needed to build strong 

relationships between students, teachers, families, and community partners. 

-Redefining Metrics of Success:  Moving beyond test scores to include measures of student and 

educator well-being, community engagement, and long-term growth. 

 

A Call to Courageous Action   

 

"This is our time." The challenges we face are daunting, but they also present an unprecedented 

opportunity to build a system that genuinely serves the needs of all students and educators. To do 

this, we must be willing to let go of outdated traditions and embrace new ways of thinking about 

schooling. This means: 

 

1. Redefining Success: Moving away from test scores as the sole indicator of achievement and 

adopting a more comprehensive view of student success that includes mental health, 

engagement, and personal growth. 

2. Prioritizing Teacher Well-being: Ensuring that educators have manageable workloads, access 

to mental health resources, and opportunities for professional growth. 

3. Creating Inclusive Communities: Engaging families and communities as partners in the 

educational process. This involves transparent communication, shared decision-making, and 

programs that build bridges between schools and the communities they serve. 

 

A Time for Transformation   

The current state of education demands a response that is both urgent and visionary. We cannot 

continue to apply superficial solutions to deep-rooted problems. Instead, we must commit to a 
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fundamental transformation of our schools—one that places relationships, well-being, and 

community at the center. The future of our children, our educators, and our society depends on it. 

Now is the time to stand up, be courageous, and create change that matters. 
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