
Washburn Center’s School-based program: early 
intervention to help children thrive socially and 
academically

Washburn Center for Children is one of the largest providers of school-based mental health services in Hennepin County, 
with 22 school-based offices in Minneapolis, Bloomington and Eden Prairie Public Schools. 

Mental health and school success are closely related since untreated mental health issues are often significant barriers to 
learning. Washburn Center’s experienced, licensed mental health professionals provide the following services in schools:

• Diagnostic assessment of mental health disorders 
• Individual and family therapy 
• Consultation with school administration and parents, including classroom observation and recommendations for 

early intervention
• Trainings on children’s mental health for teachers and parents
• Prevention services to enhance resiliency and general functioning for children who may be at risk for developing 

a mental health disorder
• Coordination of services and communication with parents, school staff and other care providers such as 

pediatricians, psychiatrists, occupational therapists, etc.

Washburn Center’s School-based program began as a pilot collaboration with Minneapolis Public Schools in 2005. Due to the 
program’s effectiveness in improving a child’s school functioning, the program has expanded to 22 school-based offices in 
three districts. 

The Minnesota Department of Human Services is a sponsoring agency of Washburn Center’s school-based services. 

The Need
Washburn Center’s school-based services are particularly important since Minnesota has the second-lowest ratio of school 
counselors to students in the nation, with about one counselor for every 800 students (Minnesota School Counselors 
Association).    

• In 2012, the American Medical Association noted that the top five disabilities affecting children in the United States are 
mental health problems. 

• One in five young people will experience mental health problems such as depression, anxiety, attention-deficit or trauma, 
but only 20% of these children will get the professional help they need.

• Minnesota’s Department of Human Services reports that 9% of school-age children and 5% of preschoolers experience 
Serious Emotional Disturbance (SED), a mental health problem disrupting the child’s daily functioning at home and in 
school. 

Left untreated, mental health challenges impede a child’s educational readiness and academic achievement, 
create stress in families, prevent a healthy family system and result in millions of dollars in future public costs related 
to health care, substance abuse, special education, corrections and child welfare.
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Mental Health: Foundational to a Child’s Ability to Learn
Mental health is a critical component of a child’s educational success.

Research shows that students with emotional and behavioral disorders have the highest rate of school failure 
and absenteeism of any special education category. Their dropout rates are twice the rate of the general school 
population. Additionally, their arrest rates and unemployment rates are significantly higher than both the general 
population and other categories of youth with disabilities. 

The Impact of Washburn Center’s School-based Mental Health Services
Washburn Center’s partnership with schools has increased access to mental health services and been successful in 
reaching low-income and underserved populations. School principals and social workers report the following outcomes: 
reduced suspensions, decreased behavioral issues, reduced need for special education, improved attendance and 
improved academic performance. 

Washburn Center was named one of the top 20 Minnesota nonprofits providing educational support for at-risk youth, 
according to custom research by Philanthropedia, a division of GuideStar, and Minnesota Philanthropy Partners.
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Transforming Lives
Washburn Center’s School-based program helps youth gain skills for success in school and life. For instance, 
youth with attention problems learn techniques to help them focus in the classroom resulting in greater academic 
engagement. Youth who are removed from the classroom due to behavioral problems learn to regulate their emotions 
in a socially acceptable manner.

Braxton beamed with pride at the fact his reading scores had soared to the ninetieth percentile. At the beginning of 
the school year, his scores were in the single digits and his spirits were equally as low. The six-year-old was adopted 
by family members after witnessing the death of his mother and struggled in navigating a new school and new 
friends. A Washburn Center therapist helped his adoptive parents realize that children experiencing trauma often have 
a hard time learning in school because their stress level is highly distracting. The therapist and parents partnered to 
help Braxton become more trusting with his new family and more engaged in the classroom.  

Mia achieved her goal of missing only five days of school last semester. It was a milestone enthusiastically celebrated 
by the eighth grader’s mom, teachers and Washburn Center therapist. The previous semester, Mia attended just 15 
days of school. Her untreated depression became a significant barrier to learning and was at the root of her truancy. 
A Washburn Center therapist in her school collaborated with Mia’s teachers and parents to help her engage in the 
classroom, verbalize feelings and get back on track academically. 

Bringing mental health providers into schools offers a range of benefits:

• Reduces barriers to learning
• Increases access to services, especially for underinsured and uninsured children
• Improves academic functioning of children struggling with mental health issues
• Offers convenience for families and eliminates transportation barriers 
• Improves consultation and support for teachers to nurture children in the classroom

“Supporting children’s mental health 
services in schools opens the door 
for a child to thrive in the classroom 
and in the community. All children 
deserve the opportunity to succeed.”

~ Al Franken, U.S. Senator


