
Introduction 
According to public data from the National Survey of 
Children’s Health, one in four children in Tennessee 
has a mental, emotional, developmental, or behavioral 
disorder, while one in seven has a chronic illness or 
disability diagnosis.  Schools are the most common 
setting in which children receive mental health care.1 
In underserved areas, school-based health centers 
sometimes act as the primary access to basic health care 
and mental health services.2 Tennessee has taken steps to 
bolster school-based mental health resources including 
the passing of a $250M mental health trust fund bill in 
2021, as well as designating $8M from a 2023 school 
safety bill towards expanding the presence of school-
based behavioral health liaisons.

To better understand the experiences of the state’s 
teachers and mental health professionals, this brief 
overviews responses from the 2023 Tennessee Educator 
Survey (TES) that asked school-based teachers, 
psychologists, and social workers about the supports 
and resources they use to serve students. TES data 
provides guidance for school leaders and policymakers 
to improve the wellness of both employees and students.
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About 9 out of 10 teachers and mental health 
professionals agreed that their school has 
specific staff members who are trained to 
address student mental health needs. About 7 
in 10 reported feeling that the mental health 
referral process at their school gets students 
the help they need quickly.

Teachers and mental health professionals 
most often identified counseling, 
psychological, and social services as the area 
in most urgent need of additional supports 
and resources, and they most often requested 
better professional development opportunities 
in related areas.

Teachers and mental health professionals who 
said they were familiar with the resources 
available through their districts’ family 
resource center and coordinated school health 
office most often reported that counseling, 
psychological services, social supports, and 
health services are the most useful resources 
that these offices provide. However, fewer 
than 3 in 10 teachers and mental health 
professionals said they were familiar with 
these resources.

Teachers who were satisfied with their 
personal wellness during the 2022-23 school 
year were more likely to report that they 
planned to continue teaching at the same 
school during the 2023-24 school year.
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1 Duong et al., 2021
2 Arenson et al., 2019

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/nsch.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/nsch.html
https://www.tn.gov/governor/news/2021/3/29/governor-lee-renews-proposal-for-mental-health-trust-fund.html
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https://www.tn.gov/governor/news/2023/4/3/gov--lee--legislative-leadership-present-strong-school-safety-actions.html
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This brief leverages data from the 2023 Tennessee Educator Survey (TES), an annual survey administered 
by the Tennessee Education Research Alliance (TERA) in partnership with the Tennessee Department of 
Education (TDOE). This brief primarily examines the working experiences of psychologists and social 
workers across Tennessee schools, as well as the ways in which Tennessee teachers interact with mental 
healthcare processes and resources at their schools. 

This brief includes information from the Mental Health Professionals core survey and the Student Readiness 
teacher module. The Student Readiness module covers topics relating to non-academic supports for student 
readiness, including physical health, mental health, and community engagement. About half of all Tennessee 
teachers completed the teacher core survey, and 10,391 of those respondents also completed the randomly 
assigned Student Readiness module. 305 psychologists and social workers completed the mental health 
professionals core survey. 

The 10,391 teachers who completed the Student Readiness module represent all 1,748 public schools and 
nearly all 147 school districts in Tennessee. To address differences in response rates among school types, 
regions, and economically disadvantaged students enrolled, we employed analytic weighting to generate 
findings that better reflect the views of Tennessee’s public school teachers and mental health professionals. 
The 305 mental health professionals who completed the core survey serve students at 178 schools in 78 
districts. Over 80% of mental health professionals who responded reported serving students from more than 
one school. 

DATA
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KEY FINDINGS

Similar to TES responses from 2020-2022, 89% of teachers and 90% of mental health professionals agreed 
or strongly agreed that their school has specific staff members who are trained to address student mental 
health needs, indicating that most schools have at least some mental health professional presence. However, 
as Figure 1 shows, only 72% of teachers and 67% of mental health professionals felt that the mental health 
referral process at their school gets students the help they need quickly, while only 66% of both teachers and 
mental health professionals indicated that they have access to the resources they need to address the mental 
health needs of their students.

KEY FINDING 1
About 9 out of 10 teachers and mental health professionals agreed that their 
school has specific staff members who are trained to address student mental 
health needs. About 7 in 10 reported feeling that the mental health referral 
process at their school gets students the help they need quickly.

1

FIGURE 1

To what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the 
following statements about student mental health needs?

MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS TEACHERS

66%

72%

89%

66%

67%

90%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
% AGREE OR STRONGLY AGREE

ROUGHLY 3 OUT OF 10 TEACHERS AND MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS 
DISAGREED OR STRONGLY DISAGREED THAT THE REFERRAL PROCESS IS WORKING 

TO ADDRESS STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS QUICKLY.

I have access to the resources I need to address 
the mental health needs of my students.

The mental health referral process at my school 
gets students the help they need quickly.

My school has specific staff members who are 
trained to address student mental health needs.
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Teachers and mental health professionals were asked to identify up to three areas at their schools that are in 
the most urgent need of additional support. As shown in Figure 2, teachers most often selected counseling, 
psychological, and social services (68% of respondents), and social and personal skills and school 
climate (55%). Mental health professionals cited the same two areas as the most urgent need with 81% of 
respondents selecting counseling, psychological, and social services and 62% selecting social and personal 
skills and school climate. 

KEY FINDING 2 
Teachers and mental health professionals most often identified counseling, 
psychological, and social services as the area in most urgent need of 
additional supports and resources, and they most often requested better 
professional development opportunities in related areas.
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FIGURE 2

From your perspective, which of the following is the most urgent need for additional 
support/resources at your school? (Mark up to THREE)

MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS TEACHERS

TEACHERS AND MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS MOST OFTEN IDENTIFIED RESOURCES 
FOR COUNSELING, PSYCHOLOGICAL, AND SOCIAL SERVICES, AS WELL AS SOCIAL 

AND PERSONAL SKILLS AND SCHOOL CLIMATE, AS AN URGENT NEED.
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FIGURE 3

Further, when asked about their professional development experiences, mental health professionals indicated 
a desire for additional mental health and behavioral health-related training opportunities. As shown in Figure 
3, while roughly two-thirds of mental health professionals expressed satisfaction with both the amount 
and the quality of professional development related to college and career readiness and supporting student 
academic achievement during the 2022-23 school year, only one-third indicated they were satisfied with 
professional development related to addressing student behavioral issues. Similarly, less than half of mental 
health professionals were satisfied with both the amount and the quality of trainings related to implementing 
positive behavior support-based tiered intervention models (41%) or addressing students’ socioemotional 
development needs (44%).

Professional development (PD) satisfaction rates among mental health professionals 
within each area during the 2022-2023 school year.

MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS EXPRESSED HIGHER RATES OF SATISFACTION 
WITH ACADEMIC-RELATED PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT COMPARED TO TRAININGS 

CONCERNING STUDENT BEHAVIOR AND SOCIO-EMOTIONAL LEARNING.
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Supporting student academic achievement
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Working with students from diverse racial, ethnic, or cultural backgrounds

Training related to supporting parents and students

Meeting the needs of all learners (e.g., English learners 
and students with disabilities)

Addressing students’ socioemotional development needs 

Implementing positive behavior support-based tiered Intervention model

Addressing student behavioral issues

% SATISFIED WITH AMOUNT AND QUALITY OF PD
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Coordinated School Health (CSH) offices across the state are intended to improve students’ health and their 
capacity to learn through the support of families, communities and schools working together. Similarly, family 
resource centers (FRCs) are meant to proactively engage their communities and act as resource hubs to bridge 
resource gaps when necessary. The survey asked teachers and mental health professionals whose districts were 
flagged as having an FRC about their familiarity with the FRC as a resource, as well as their familiarity with the 
CSH office. However, only a small percentage of mental health professionals and teachers responded that they 
were familiar with the resources available through each. About 26% of mental health professionals and 22% of 
teachers said they were familiar or very familiar with the supports available through their CSH office, while 
only 37% of mental health professionals and 17% of teachers were familiar with FRC supports. 

Respondents who reported that they were familiar with the supports available through their district’s CSH 
office were asked to indicate which resources were most useful for students. As shown in Figure 4, the most 
common selections were counseling, psychological, and social services (52% of teachers and 40% of health 
professionals familiar with CSH office supports), and health services (36% of teachers and 47% of mental health 
professionals familiar with CSH office supports). Given the gap in available mental health resources identified 
by teachers and mental health professionals in other survey items, increasing awareness of FRC and CSH office 
resources could aid in bridging the gap while longer-term solutions are formulated and implemented.

KEY FINDING 3 
Teachers and mental health professionals who said they were familiar 
with the resources available through their districts’ family resource center 
and coordinated school health office most often reported that counseling, 
psychological services, social supports, and health services are the most useful 
resources that these offices provide. However, fewer than 3 in 10 teachers and 
mental health professionals said they were familiar with these resources.

3

FIGURE 4

MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS TEACHERS

What is the most useful support/resource your CSH office provides to your students? 
(Mark up to THREE)

TEACHERS AND MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS MOST OFTEN IDENTIFIED COUNSELING, 
PSYCHOLOGICAL, AND SOCIAL SERVICES AS THE MOST USEFUL RESOURCES AVAILABLE 

THROUGH THEIR DISTRICTS’ COORDINATED SCHOOL HEALTH OFFICES.
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Teachers and mental health professionals expressed similar levels of satisfaction regarding their personal 
wellness, with roughly one in three indicating that they are not able to prioritize their personal wellness. 
About 80% of teachers overall indicated they intend to continue teaching at the same school during the 
next school year (2023-2024), however, as seen in Figure 5, teachers who felt satisfied with their personal 
wellness during the 2022-23 school year were more likely to report that they planned to continue teaching 
at the same school during the 2023-24 school year than colleagues who were unsatisfied with their personal 
wellness. While 87% of teachers who agreed or strongly agreed that their school’s climate values their 
personal wellness said they plan to teach at the same school next year, only 61% of those who disagreed or 
strongly disagreed said they plan to return to teach at the same school. Similarly, those who said they were 
able to prioritize their own personal wellness were more likely to report plans to teach at the same school 
next year (86% compared to 69% of those who disagreed or strongly disagreed). Finally, teachers who were 
satisfied with their school or district leaders’ communication of available mental health resources were more 
likely to report plans to continue teaching at the same school next year compared to dissatisfied colleagues 
(85% compared to 73%). Differences such as these may be important in retaining teachers and reducing 
training and recruitment-related expenses.

KEY FINDING 4 
Teachers who were satisfied with their personal wellness during the  
2022-23 school year were more likely to report that they planned to 
continue teaching at the same school during the 2023-24 school year.
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FIGURE 5

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the 
following statements regarding your own personal wellness. 

TEACHERS WHO WERE SATISFIED WITH THEIR PERSONAL WELLNESS DURING 
THE 2022-23 SCHOOL YEAR WERE MORE LIKELY TO INDICATE PLANS TO TEACH AT 

THE SAME SCHOOL IN 2023-24 THAN THOSE WHO WERE DISSATISFIED.

% WHO PLAN TO TEACH AT SAME SCHOOL IN 2023-24
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My school or district leadership has clearly communicated 
mental health resources available to me as a teacher.

I am able to prioritize my personal wellness.

My school’s climate values my personal wellness.

TEACHERS WHO AGREED/STRONGLY AGREED 
WITH PERSONAL WELLNESS STATEMENT

TEACHERS WHO DISAGREED/STRONGLY DISAGREED 
WITH PERSONAL WELLNESS STATEMENT
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CONCLUSION

Responses from the 2023 Tennessee Educator Survey highlight important challenges that districts face in 
providing mental health resources and supports for both students and staff. Though nearly all teachers, 
psychologists, and social workers indicated their schools had at least one specific professional who is trained 
to address student mental health needs, fewer felt they had the resources needed to address the mental 
health needs of their students. About one-third of teachers and mental health professionals reported they 
were unable to prioritize their personal wellness, and those respondents were less likely to say they planned 
to continue working in their schools the following year. The Tennessee Investment in Student Achievement 
(TISA) is set to replace the Basic Education Program (BEP) as Tennessee’s school funding formula beginning 
in the 2023-24 school year, providing an opportunity for decision-makers to address the needs of teachers and 
staff across the state. 

An additional measure that could improve the quality of mental healthcare provided to students and staff is 
increasing staff ’s familiarity with their district’s family resource centers and CSH offices. When asked about 
family resource centers and CSH offices, most teachers, psychologists, and social workers indicated they are 
not familiar with the available resources at each. Increasing awareness of these CSH office resources could aid 
in bridging the reported gap in available mental health resources.

Findings from this survey align with state efforts to improve health-related experiences of employees and 
students. Some of these efforts include increasing mental health supports for uninsured children in 2020, 
expanding coverage of the Tennessee suicide prevention network, and granting funding to programs aimed 
at promoting youth and young adult mental health. The passing of a $250M mental health trust fund bill in 
2021, as well as designating $8M from a 2023 school safety bill towards expanding the presence of school-
based behavioral health liaisons, are among the most recent state efforts. Going forward, the Tennessee 
Educator Survey can continue to provide invaluable information as the state advances efforts to improve the 
mental health of its students and public school staff.

https://www.tn.gov/governor/news/2021/3/29/governor-lee-renews-proposal-for-mental-health-trust-fund.html
https://www.tn.gov/governor/news/2023/4/3/gov--lee--legislative-leadership-present-strong-school-safety-actions.html
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