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Multi-Tiered Systems of Support and the 

 
Importance of Promoting Student Well-being

The number of young people in the U.S. who are struggling with mental health challenges has risen over the last decade, and these 
challenges remain the leading cause of disability and poor life outcomes in youth.1

In 2021, 42% of high school students reported 
persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness during 
the past year, 22% seriously considered attempting 
suicide, and 10% attempted suicide. Female students 
and LGBTQ+ students were more likely to report 
these feelings than their peers.2

From 2011–2021, the percentage of students who 
reported feeling sad and hopeless increased from 28% 
to 42% among all racial groups.3  During this same 
period, more female students; Black students; Latinx, 
Latino(a), and Hispanic students; and white students 
reported seriously considering suicide. 4

The COVID-19 pandemic saw many students struggling with mental health concerns such as depression and anxiety, leading the 
American Academy of Pediatrics, Children’s Hospital Association and the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 
to release a joint letter declaring a “national state of emergency in children’s mental health.”5 The data show that:

• One-third of high school students reported experiencing poor mental health during the pandemic.6

• More than 40% of high school students reported feeling persistently sad or hopeless during the 2020/21 school year.7

• Impulsivity, irritability, and other negative emotions and behaviors moderately increased. 8

• Emergency Department visits related to mental health concerns from March to October 2020 increased 24% among 
children aged 5–11 years and 31% among adolescents 12–17 years, in comparison to this same time period in 2019. 9

• A longitudinal study found the number of adolescents aged 12–13 who demonstrated “problematic symptoms” related to 
mental health jumped to 22.9% during the pandemic from 3.3% pre-COVID-19. 10

• Public school leaders reported that the pandemic negatively impacted student socio-emotional development.11

Given the student mental health crisis documented above, there is a critical need for schools to support student well-being and 
address mental health challenges to ensure positive academic and health outcomes. However, school leaders need more support 
for student and staff mental health, including training on social-emotional development. 12 This document provides an overview of 
the use of a Multi-Tiered Systems of Support framework to promote student well-being.



What Are Multi-Tiered Systems of Support 
(MTSS)? 
A multi-tiered system of support can help schools implement cohesive 
evidence-based programs and practices that promote the development 
of social and emotional competencies, which can support positive 
academic and mental health outcomes. These programs serve the needs 
of both general education and special education students.

The three tiers of the MTSS framework, shown at right, offer a 
continuum of supports of increasing intensity to promote social and 
emotional competencies among all students, as well as to ensure 
that students with social, emotional, or mental health challenges are 
identified and supported. Multi-Tiered System of Support for SEL and  

Mental Health13

Tier 1: Social and emotional learning (SEL) and trauma-sensitive school programs and practices implemented in the classroom and 
through schoolwide practices and policies. 

Tier 2: Targeted interventions for students identified as having low to moderate social, emotional, or mental health challenges—
often through small-group interventions. 

Tier 3: Individualized mental health interventions for students with high mental health needs, including diagnosed mental health 
disorders. 

Needs for Tier 2 and 3 supports are typically identified through student assessments, mental health screenings, and/or other 
school records such as attendance and disciplinary data. Once identified and placed in one or more Tier 2 and/or 3 interventions, 
students are monitored to determine whether interventions are effectively addressing students’ needs and whether more or 
different interventions are needed. These types of interventions are typically offered at the school by school staff. In some cases, 
particurlarly Tier 3, mental health interventions may involve referring students to outside mental health clinicians.  

Examples of MTSS Programs for SEL and Mental Health Across the Three Tiers

Tier 1 
Universal

Elementary 
Evidence-Based SEL curriculum delivered 

by counselors or teachers in classroom-
based settings

Middle School 
Health class discussions about bullying, 

mental health, etc

High School 
Advisory classes where students and 

teachers can discuss important issues and 
build supportive relationships

Tier 2 
Targeted

Elementary 
Calming Corners—designated space in 

classroom for students to feel and regulate 
emotions

Middle School 
“Lunch Bunch”—social group during lunch 

for students needing support with social 
skills

High School 
Psychosocial groups focused on stress 

management

Tier 3 
Indicated

Elementary 
Referral to outside pediatric mental  

health provider

Middle School 
One-on-one sessions with mental health 

providers from partner organization 

High School 
Counselors support students transitioning 
back to school after mental health-related 

hospitalization

 An effective MTSS system for SEL and mental health is more than these three tiers, however. To best support all students through
 the continuum of services in a coordinated and effective manner, schools and districts may want to focus on factors that are
 hypothesized to be associated with effective MTSS. 2
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Factors That Are Hypothesized to be Associated With an Effective MTSS in SEL and 
Mental Health Framework

Leadership
 School and district leaders provide vision and demonstrate commitment to creating
 and sustaining an MTSS framework for SEL and mental health.

Data Utilization  School and district staff use data to inform decisions related to SEL and mental health,
 including SEL assessments, mental health screeners, implementation monitoring data,
and program evaluation data.

Implementation  All programs and practices across all three tiers are implemented effectively using
 tools to monitor fidelity, as well as using continous quality improvements to strengthen
implementation as needed.

Staff Competency  All staff are trained, coached, and supported to effectively perform their role within an
MTSS structure.

Equity Lens  Schools and districts use data to identify and address inequities related to SEL
 and mental health, including training educators on implicit bias in data, ensuring
 programs and practices are culturally responsive, and ensuring school climate is
supportive of all students across various group identities.

Why Is MTSS for SEL and Mental Health Important to Promote Student Well-being? 
Research shows that the use of MTSS for SEL and mental health:

• Is associated with significantly improved social-emotional competencies and coping skills, as well as improved symptoms 
and functioning for students with mental health disorders.14

• Has the potential to address various forms of discrimination faced by racial and ethnic minoritized students, which in turn 
negatively impacts their mental health.15  

• Has demonstrated evidence for promoting school safety. Such approaches include training students on bystander 
interventions to prevent bullying; training school staff on how to identify and refer students exhibiting signs of distress; 
and developing crisis response protocols that are culturally sensitive, school-informed, and focused on de-escalation.16

• Has been associated with an increase in the effectiveness of interventions in preventing and/or addressing depression 
among students in a school setting.17

In addition, the use of MTSS for behavior had positive effects on disruptive behavior among students who struggle the most 
with behavioral challenges.18
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Additional Resources: 
• Council of Chief State School Officers Toolkit: Integrating social and emotional learning within a multi-tiered system of 

supports To Advance Equity: SEL MTSS Toolkit For State and District Leaders

• REL Appalachia Report: What Tools Have States Developed or Adapted to Assess Schools’ Implementation of a Multi-Tiered 
System of Supports/Response to Intervention Framework? 

• National Center for School Mental Health: Advancing Comprehensive School Mental Health Systems, National Center for 
School Mental Health (NCSMH)

References
1. U.S. Surgeon General (2021). Protecting Youth Mental Health: The U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory. https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/

youth-mental-health/index.html 

2. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2021). Youth risk behavior survey data summary and trends report: 2011–2021. https://www.cdc.gov/ 
healthyyouth/data/yrbs/yrbs_data_summary_and_trends.htm

3. U.S. Surgeon General (2021).

4. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2021).

5. American Academy of Pediatrics (2021). AAP-AACAP-CHA Declaration of a National Emergency in Child and Adolescent Mental Health. https://www.
aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-
mental-health

6. Jones, S. E., Ethier, K. A., Hertz, M., et al. (2022). Mental Health, Suicidality, and Connectedness Among High School Students During the COVID-19 
Pandemic - Adolescent Behaviors and Experiences Survey, United States, January-June 2021. MMWR Supplements, 71(3), 16–21. https://doi.
org/10.15585/mmwr.su7103a3

7. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2021). 

8. U.S. Surgeon General (2021).

9. Leeb R.T., Bitsko R.H., Radhakrishnan L., Martinez P., Njai R., & Holland K.M. (2020). Mental Health–Related Emergency Department Visits Among 
Children Aged <18 Years During the COVID-19 Pandemic — United States, January 1–October 17, 2020. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep;69:1675–1680.

10. Hussong, A.M., Midgette, A.J., Thomas, T.E. et al. (2021). Coping and Mental Health in Early Adolescence during COVID-19. Res Child Adolesc 
Psychopathol 49, 1113–1123

11. Institute of Education Sciences (2022). School pulse panel: Key findings from May 2022. Washington, D.C.: Author. https://ies.ed.gov/schoolsurvey/    

12. Ibid.

13. Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) (2023). Social, Emotional, and Behavioral (SEB) Academy: Needs 
Assessment and Planning Process. Malden, MA: MA DESE.

14. Walter, H. J., Kaye, A. J., Dennery, K. M., & DeMaso, D. R. (2019). Three-year outcomes of a school-hospital partnership providing multitiered mental 
health services in urban schools. Journal of School Health, 89(8), 643–652.

15. Malone, C. M., Wycoff, K., & Turner, E. A. (2022). Applying a MTSS framework to address racism and promote mental health for racial/ethnic 
minoritized youth. Psychology in the Schools, 59(12), 2438-2452. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22606.

16. Bohnenkamp, J. H., Schaeffer, C. M., Siegal, R. S., Beason, T., Smith-Millman, M., & Hoover, S. (2021). Impact of a school-based multi-tiered emotional 
and behavioral health crisis intervention on school safety and discipline. Prevention Science: The Official Journal of the Society for Prevention Research, 
22(4), 492–503.

17. Arora, P. G., Collins, T. A., Dart, E. H., Hernández, S., Fetterman, H., & Doll, B. (2019). Multi-tiered systems of support for school-based mental 
health: A systematic review of depression interventions. School Mental Health, 11, 240–264. 

18. Condliffe, B., Zhu, P., Doolittle, F., van Dok, M., Power, H., Denison, D., & Kurki, A. (2022). Study ofTraining in Multi-Tiered Systems of Support for 
Behavior: Impacts on Elementary School Students’ Outcomes (NCEE 2022-008). U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National 
Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance. https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/2022008/pdf/2022008.pdf

To access a copy of this fact sheet online, 
scan this QR code with your phone.

February 2024
REL Northeast & Islands works in partnership with state departments of education, local schools and districts, 
and other education stakeholders to develop and use research that improves outcomes for students. Learn 
more at https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/region/northeast. 

This document was prepared under Contract 91990022C0013 by Regional Educational Laboratory Northeast & Islands, administered by Education Development Center. 
The content does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of IES or the U.S. Department of Education, nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, or 
organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Government.

https://mtss4success.org/resource/integrating-SEL-within-MTSS
https://mtss4success.org/resource/integrating-SEL-within-MTSS
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/Products/Region/appalachia/Publication/3938
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/Products/Region/appalachia/Publication/3938
https://www.schoolmentalhealth.org/Resources/Foundations-of-School-Mental-Health/Advancing-Comprehensive-School-Mental-Health-Systems/
https://www.schoolmentalhealth.org/Resources/Foundations-of-School-Mental-Health/Advancing-Comprehensive-School-Mental-Health-Systems/
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/youth-mental-health/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/youth-mental-health/index.html
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health
https://doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.su7103a3
https://doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.su7103a3
https://ies.ed.gov/schoolsurvey/
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22606



