BISON

BEHAVIORAL INSIGHTS

Common Mental Health Diagnoses in Schools

(Bison Bridge Behavioral Insights Parent Resource — K—12 Edition)

Il Why This Matters

Mental health challenges can affect how a child learns, behaves, and connects with others at
school. Understanding common diagnoses can help families recognize signs, ask the right
questions, and partner with the school to support their child.

This guide is meant to support—not diagnose—and encourage meaningful conversations
between home, school, and providers.

1. Important Note: Schools do not diagnose mental health conditions. Diagnoses such as
ADHD, anxiety, or depression come from medical or mental health providers using the DSM-V
(Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders). Schools use criteria from IDEA
(Individuals with Disabilities Education Act) to determine educational eligibility and support
needs.

Just like with Behavior Intervention Plans, the focus is not on labeling a child — it is about
identifying skill gaps, emotional needs, and learning differences that are getting in the way. A
diagnosis can help point toward the right supports, but it is only part of the picture.

% Common Diagnoses Seen in School-Age Children

1. ADHD (Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder)

» Signs may include inattention, distractibility, impulsivity, and/or hyperactivity
e May struggle with organization, following directions, or sitting still
e Can affect academic performance and peer relationships
e May qualify for an IEP or 504 Plan, depending on the level of impact
2. Anxiety Disorders

o Includes generalized anxiety, separation anxiety, social anxiety, and specific phobias
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e May look like frequent worry, stomachaches, avoidance, perfectionism, or meltdowns

e (Can lead to school refusal or difficulty participating in class

e Often supported through counseling, accommodations, and emotional regulation
strategies

3. Depression

e May show up as sadness, irritability, fatigue, low motivation, or withdrawal
e Academic changes may include lack of effort or declining grades

e Often misinterpreted as laziness or disrespect

o Students may need therapy, check-ins, or changes to workload or structure

4. Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

e (Can include differences in communication, social interaction, and sensory processing
e May show intense interests, difficulty with change, or emotional outbursts

e Every child is different—support is based on individual needs

e May qualify for an IEP under the Autism category or another disability area

5. Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD)

o Pattern of persistent defiance, arguing, or refusal to follow rules

¢ Often rooted in frustration, lack of control, or unmet emotional needs

o Behavior support plans and regulation strategies can help when paired with
understanding

6. Trauma and PTSD

e May result from abuse, neglect, loss, or other overwhelming experiences
o Can lead to hypervigilance, avoidance, anger, or emotional shutdown
e Schools may provide trauma-informed support or connect families to outside counseling

What This Means for School Support

e A diagnosis can help explain behaviors but does not automatically result in services
e The school team must determine if the diagnosis affects educational performance
e Supports can come through general education (e.g., MTSS), 504 Plan, or IEP
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What Parents Say

e “I wish someone had told me earlier that anxiety could look like refusal.”
e “The diagnosis helped the school understand my child’s needs, not just their behavior.”
e “It was arelief to know it wasn’t just ‘bad behavior.” There was something more going
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Parent Reflection Space

Have I noticed changes in mood, behavior, or motivation?
How does my child handle stress, change, or peer interactions?
Who can I talk to at school about my concerns?

{ Important Reminder

A diagnosis is not a label — it’s a starting point for understanding. Schools and families can
work together to build support that focuses on strengths, addresses challenges, and helps each
child thrive.

For more information, talk with your child’s school counselor, psychologist, or pediatrician.
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