
Mental Health 
Lessons Learned 

From Our Journey 
With COVID



We Survived 
This Storm
Together



After The Storm
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The Great Depression 
1929-1933
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The Greatest
Generation



What is next for us?



LET
HISTORY 
BE OUR 
GUIDE



Bubonic Plague

Black Plague:  14th Century



The Spanish Flu:  1918-1920





From Pain



To Possibility



Renaissance





When things fall apart



rebuild & reconnect



This is the Power of Families



And Schools



Think Differently



Disruption  Innovation



What will we change?



Resilience is our Superpower



“Never let a good crisis go to waste.”

~ Winston Churchill



Life was hard for many 
kids pre-pandemic.



2009-2018
rates of depression rose 
more than 60% among
those aged 7-17



2007-2015 
number of children and 
teenagers who were 
seen in emergency 
rooms with suicidal 
thoughts or attempts 
doubled.



The suicide rate for children 
is two times higher when 
school is in session…

…whereas for adults, it’s 
higher in the summer.”



September, 2019



The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
named the top environmental conditions 
harming adolescent wellness — among 
them were poverty, trauma, discrimination 
and “excessive pressure to excel.”



Children in high-achieving schools can 
suffer significantly higher rates of anxiety, 
depression and substance abuse at least 
three to seven times the national average.



Mental Health and COVID



Can the pandemic 
reverse the mental 
health epidemic?



COVID Began As A Sprint







Acute Chronic



SEL Has Never Been More Important
For Students



SEL Has Never Been More Important
For Us Too



Social
Emotional
Learning



Bruce Perry

Regulate
Relate
Reason



Regulate



Relate



Reason



COVID has been an 
SEL classroom
for all of us







We can’t help our children 
if we aren’t aware of ourselves.



our regulation 
comes

first



Expand
&

Contract





rhythm



Children’s lives have been 
expanding but not contracting.



6 Guiding Lessons 
From COVID



Lesson # 1:  We don’t need to 
be perfect.  

We just need to 
show up.



COVID 19 STRESS

Novel
Constant
Intense
Global



An Extraordinary Time



With Extraordinary Stress



With Extraordinary 
Opportunity



STRESS



Listen
Creativity
Flexibility
Empathy
Memory

Language
Inhibition

We lose 
the tools 
we need 
the most





We were not the same …

Colleagues
Parents
Friends
Spouses

We did not have the same …

Energy
Focus
Motivation
Optimism



Student Limitations
Teaching Limitations

Parent Limitations



What did they 
LEARN?



We Taught
Resilience



DW Winnicott
“The Good Enough Mother”



DW Winnicott

“babies and children 
actually benefit when 
their mothers fail them in 
manageable ways.”



GOOD ENOUGH

as a parent



Our Inner Critic









Showing Up

Safe
Seen

Soothe
Secure



SAFE

Protect them from harm



Psychological Safety



SAFE

Avoid becoming the source
of fear



The mistake we make





It’s OK



forgive ourselves
make it right



Showing Up

Safe
Seen



Seen

be attuned



















Seen

Feelings are both 
real and fleeting.



The mistakes we make



Fix

Minimize

Shame



Showing Up

Safe
Seen

Soothed











The mistake we make



We punish instead of
soothe.





We get impatient





Showing Up

Safe
Seen

Soothe
Secure



Secure

Safe +
Seen +

Soothed

= Secure









“Children have never 

been very good at 

listening to their elders, 

but they have never 

failed to imitate them.”

James Baldwin





Lesson # 2:  We learned 
about stress.

hint: stress can 
be a good thing.



43% Life Expectancy

By 8:00 Tonight



If you had to sum up how you feel 
about stress, which statement 

would be more accurate?

A. Stress is harmful and 
should be avoided at all costs.

B. Stress is helpful and should be 
accepted, utilized and 
embraced.



85% of Americans believe 
stress has a negative impact on 

health, family life and work.



1997: 30,000 
People

2 Questions

How much stress have you 
experienced in the past year?

Do you believe that stress is 
harmful to your health?



The Bad News



8 Years Later

High Stress/”Stress Is Harmful” 

43% Increase Risk of Dying



The Good News



8 Years Later

High Stress/”Stress Isn’t Harmful”
=

0% Increased Risk of Dying*

*Even lower risk than people who reported low 
stress.



Self-Fulfilling 
Prophecy

Believing that stress is helpful 
makes stress helpful.



Our Beliefs About Stress
Are More Important To Our Health

Than Our Actual Stress.



WHY?



Stress is helpful

Stress is harmful





Think about a time in 
your life that was a 
period of significant 
personal growth – a 
turning point that led 
to positive changes or 
a newly found 
purpose.



Was it 
stressful?



Things that have 
meaning are 
stressful.



“Stress occurs when 
something we care 
about is at stake.”

~ Kelly McGonigal



Raising children increases daily stress



Raising children increases daily stress
and, the number of times
you smile and laugh.



Entrepreneurs Report 
High Levels of Stress



Entrepreneurs Report 
High Levels Learning



“Stress is an inevitable 
consequence of engaging in roles 
and pursuing goals that feed our 

sense of purpose.”



“Feeling stressed is a barometer 
for how engaged you are in 

activities and relationships that 
are personally meaningful.”



Meaning 
And Stress 

are 
Interwoven



Parenting has 
never been more 

stressful



Parenting has 
never been more 

stressful
or meaningful



How Do 
We Cope?



What 
values led 
you to 
become a 
parent?



“Writing about 
values helped 
students see the 
meaning in their 
lives.  Stressful 
experiences were 
no longer things 
to endure; they 
became an 
expression of the 
student’s values.”



Short Term Impact 
of Writing About 

Values
More powerful
More In Control

Prouder
Stronger



Long Term Impact of 
Writing About 

Values
Increased GPA

Improved 
Health



Resilience

Meaning

Values



Lesson # 3: We changed our 
relationship with 
technology.



From worrying 
about 

screentime

To needing it
for work and 

school.











We need to 
model the 
behavior we 
want to see 
in our kids.





Anticipate and intervene early



Vulnerable 
kids are

likely to be 
impacted 
the most. 



Cyber Bullying



FOMO



Gradual Release



Partnership



Lesson # 4:  We are more 
adaptable than 
we imagined.



Tom Boyce



Dandelions and Orchids

232.



80%



Resilience is the norm, 
not the exception.



20%





Can we be curious?



The Bad News



COVID is an accelerant



Vulnerable 
children and 
families were 
at greater 
risk during 
COVID.



A major driver of child well-
being during COVID is how 

parents are functioning.



Perceived parental criticism and 
unreachable standards predicts 

child depression.



90% of parents report 
that their top priority for 

their child is that:

they are caring 



81% of children report 
that their parents value 

achievement and 
happiness over caring 



Post-
Traumatic
Growth



People who 
experience 
adversity often 
see positive 
growth 
afterward and 
rise to a higher 
level of 
functioning.



A traumatic event, it 
turns out, is not simply a 
hardship to be overcome.  

Instead it is 
transformative.  It 
becomes a dividing line in 
peoples’ lives.

~ Jim Rendon



Increased inner strength.

An openness to new possibilities in life.

Closer and often deeper relationships 
with friends and family.

An enhanced appreciation for life.

A stronger sense of spirituality.

Post Traumatic Growth



Post Traumatic Growth is 
more common than 

Post Traumatic Stress



Resilience
is learned



When people are asked how they are 
coping with the biggest stresses in 

their lives

82%
say that they are drawing on strength 

developed from past experiences.



“You can think of resilience as a set of 
skills that can be learned. Part of the 
skill-building comes from exposure to 
very difficult — but manageable —
experiences.”

~ Eileen Zimmerman



Tragic 
Optimism

The ability to maintain hope 
and find meaning in life 

despite its inescapable pain, 
loss, and suffering.



Two Truths



Lesson # 5: We focused on 
family.



Family connection makes 
all the difference



Google’s 
Project Aristotle



What Makes
Teams
Effective?



Great Teams = Two Qualities



#1 Equal Air Time



#1 Equal Air Time

“As long as everyone got a 
chance to talk, the team did 
well, but if only one person or 
a small group spoke all the 
time, the collective 
intelligence declined.’’



#2 Attunement



#2 Attunement

“The good teams all had high 
‘average social sensitivity’ — a 
fancy way of saying they were 
skilled at intuiting how others felt 
based on their tone of voice, their 
expressions and other nonverbal 
cues.”



Psychological Safety



A shared belief held by 
members of a team that the 
team is safe for interpersonal 
risk-taking.

A sense of confidence that 
the team will not embarrass, 
reject or punish someone for 
speaking up.

A team climate characterized 
by interpersonal trust and 
mutual respect in which 
people are comfortable being 
themselves.’

Psychological Safety is …

Amy Edmundson



Great Families = Two Qualities



Everyone Has A Voice



We Are Attuned To One Another



The Importance of Family Dinners



Vocabulary
Achievement

Reading



Empathy
Social Skills



Suicide
Substance Abuse

Depression
Aggression

Sex



Grace = Gratitude + Touch + 
Quiet Reflection



It’s not about the broccoli



Our Children Are Watching



Belonging
A study of 12,000 teenagers found that the 
most powerful protective factors for every 
form of adolescent risk behavior –
emotional distress, drug abuse, violence 
and suicidality – is their sense of belonging 
at school and at home.



Belonging
Students with a strong sense of belonging
are more motivated to learn, perform 
better academically, have better 
attendance, engage in less misconduct, 
they are healthier, have higher self esteem 
and better mental health. 







“Positive Buffering 
Relationships”



Lesson # 6:  We learned 
about the pressure 
we are putting on 
our children.



Something Unexpected 
Happened In Spring 2020



“The well-being of 
these students actually 
improved. As classes 
and exams were 
canceled, grading 
moved to pass/fail and 
extracurricular activity 
ceased, they reported 
lower levels of stress, 
anxiety and depression 
compared with 2019.”

~ Suniya Luthar



Homework



Sleep



COVID
7.0-7.8 

hours/night



ADHD
Obesity
Behavior
Academics
Social Skills



“A sleepy sixth grader 
will perform in class like 
a fourth grader.  A loss 
of one hour of sleep is 
equivalent to the loss of 
two years of cognitive 
maturation and 
development.”

~ Bronson and 
Merryman



Schedules







“But these 
improvements were 
short-lived. Beginning 
in the fall of 2020, as 
schoolwork ramped 
back up, the mental 
health of adolescents 
returned to pre-
pandemic levels or 
worse.”



Our Lives Should Be 
Consistent

With Our Biology:

Movement
Outdoors

Collaborative
Connected

Curiosity
Breathe





Don’t try to do 
more to make up 
for “lost learning.”



Plasticity



ORGANIZATION
RELATIONSHIPS

SCHOOL STAMINA
EMOTIONAL REGULATION



Laurence Steinberg

“Do kids need certain 
kinds of experiences at 
this point in their lives in 
order to be able to 
develop normally? Yes, 
but there’s no reason to 
think an interruption like 
this is going to cause 
permanent damage.  The 
plasticity afforded by the 
childhood brain at this 
age allows for recovery.”

COVID and Development



Was it a lost 2 years?



Or years of discovery
and transformation?



COVID shined a light 
on our children and 
our community



David Foster Wallace
Kenyon College

2005 Commencement Address



There are these two 
young fish swimming 
along, and they happen 
to meet an older fish 
swimming the other way, 
who nods at them and 
says, “Morning, boys, 
how's the water?” And 
the two young fish swim 
on for a bit, and then 
eventually one of them 
looks over at the other 
and goes, “What the hell 
is water?”



“The immediate 
point of the fish story 
is that the most 
obvious, ubiquitous, 
important realities 
are often the ones 
that are the hardest 
to see and talk 
about.”





Now that we 
know

what will we do?



The

Flip

Side











We Can Rebuild



We Need To Be
Intentional



Independence
Resilience

Community



What will our 
children remember?









The Greatest
Generation





The Resilient Generation





We Get To Write


