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THE DEVELOPMENT OF TEEN MENTAL 
HEALTH FIRST AID
With input from experts and young people, the National Council for Mental Wellbeing (formerly 
National Council for Behavioral Health) adapted the teen Mental Health First Aid (tMHFA) course 
materials developed by Mental Health First Aid Australia to make tMHFA relevant to American high 
school teens. Development was supported by Lady Gaga’s Born This Way Foundation. 

The National Council piloted the tMHFA course in eight high schools across the country in Spring 
2019. In 2019-2020, 35 pilot sites participated in a prospective longitudinal study, and a second 
cohort of 40 sites participated in a randomized study measuring changes in adolescents’ mental 
health literacy, skills, and confidence in providing Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) to their peers. 

tMHFA in-person training is an evidence-based program. MHFA Australia has conducted a rigorous 
evaluation of the program. The National Council, in partnership with researchers from Johns Hopkins 
University Bloomberg School of Public Health, are continues to evaluate the tMHFA in-person course 
and will expand their evaluation to measure the effectiveness and the feasibility of implementing the 
course virtually. 

ABOUT THIS TOOLKIT
This toolkit explains how to apply to implement tMHFA course. It also outlines steps you will take 
before the class and provides suggested timelines. It provides templates you can use to produce 
materials you will need for the course, such as a letter to learners.  

INTENTIONALITY BEHIND THE LANGUAGE 
IN THE COURSE
tMHFA was developed with the intention that the training would be taught to youth across the United 
States from a variety of different backgrounds and perspectives. While the course will typically 
be taught in a school setting, it can also be taught by organizations to groups of teens in a youth 
program, community site, faith-based community, etc. 

For this reason, the course refers to youth taking the training as “teens,” “youth,” or “learners,” 
rather than “students.” While teaching the course, Instructors may choose to use “students” at 
their discretion if they are teaching in a school or learning environment. Similarly, the course refers 
to caretakers of youth as “parents and guardians” in order to include and signal to the diversity of 
caretaker roles that may be in a youth’s life. 
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WHY tMHFA?
tMHFA IS IMPORTANT BECAUSE:  

•	 Half of all mental illnesses begin by age 14 and 75 percent begin by the mid-20s.  

•	 About two thirds of teens with a mental health issue do not receive the care they need.  

•	 Many teens prefer to talk to their friends for support, and those friends may not always have 
the skills to help.  

•	 Teens are uniquely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, racial injustice, and ongoing civil 
unrest, and are reporting elevated levels of stress and anxiety as a result, according to reports 
from the National 4-H Council and America’s Promise Alliance. 

•	 Many schools did not include a robust plan for social and emotional learning supports in their 
plans to reopen post-pandemic. The focus on physical health and safety means teens’ mental 
health concerns may go unaddressed, which can lead to worsening mental health and even 
crisis. 

tMHFA is a tool that schools and communities can utilize to help prevent teen mental crises and to 
promote teen wellness, peer support, and healthy development.  

ABOUT THE tMHFA COURSE 
Recognizing that teens prefer to share their problems with peers, tMHFA teaches teens in grades 10–
12 how to identify, understand, and respond to signs of mental health and substance use challenges 
among their friends.

The training gives teens the skills to have supportive conversations with their friends and get a 
responsible and trusted adult to take over as necessary.

It is designed to be delivered in schools or community sites in three 90-minute or six 45-minute 
interactive classroom sessions.

TEEN MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID:

•	 Addresses common mental health concerns among teens.

•	 Reduces stigma.

•	 Teaches teens a 5-step Action Plan to help friends who may be facing a 
mental health challenge or crisis.

•	 Teaches teens to involve a responsible and trusted adult as necessary.
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WHO CAN TEACH tMHFA?
An organization that wants to teach tMHFA to teens in grades 10-12. Individual Instructors are not 
eligible to apply. 

Adults with experience teaching, counseling, or working with teens are eligible to become certified 
teen Mental Health First Aid Instructors.  

Instructor candidates become certified to teach when they complete an application and registration 
process, attend and participate fully in the pre-work and certification training, and successfully 
complete an evaluated presentation. 

The Instructor training models tMHFA course content and delivery, summarizes youth learning styles 
and teaching strategies, and provides in-depth instruction on implementing and managing the 
program.  

WHAT ORGANIZATIONS ARE ELIGIBLE?

THE FOLLOWING TYPES OF ORGANIZATIONS ARE ELIGIBLE TO BECOME A CERTIFIED tMHFA SITE:

•	 Individual schools.  

•	 School districts. 

•	 Youth-serving organizations/programs.  

•	 Community sites that serve teens.

•	 Organizations partnering with a school or schools, or providing the training at a youth 
program.  

See the tMHFA webpage for more information about applying to be a tMHFA instructor or 
Implementing Site: MHFA.org/teens

https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/population-focused-modules/teens/
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REQUIREMENTS TO BECOME A tMHFA SITE
The checklist allows you to see if your organization meets the requirements to become a tMHFA site. 

More detail on these requirements is found in subsequent sections of this toolkit.

	5 1. UNDERSTAND THE REQUIRED GRADE LEVEL AND AGE RANGE OF TEENS IN tMHFA TRAINING.

•	 The program must be taught to teens in grades 10, 11, or 12 (ages 15-18). Ninth grade and post-
high school students are not permitted.

	5 2. SOME ADULT STAFF AT YOUR SITE MUST BE TRAINED IN YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID.

•	 At least 10% of adult staff at your site must be trained in Youth Mental Health First Aid 
(YMHFA) before your organization begins offering the tMHFA course. (The Youth Mental 
Health First Aid course is for adults who work with youth.) 

	5 3. TRAIN AN ENTIRE GRADE LEVEL OR ALL TEENS IN A YOUTH PROGRAM.

•	 If taught at a school, tMHFA must be taught to an entire grade (10th, 11th, or 12th grade only). 
It is not enough to teach it to individual classes.

•	 If taught at a youth-serving organization, program, or community site that serves youth, 
tMHFA must be taught to all teens ages 15-18 in a program.

	5 4. FOLLOW REQUIREMENTS THAT KEEP TEENS SAFE.

Sites offering tMHFA training must do the following: 

•	 Have a mental health professional available while the course is being taught.

•	 �Develop a protocol for responding to any participant in distress and communicate it to staff. 

•	 �Have at least two adults in the training room at all times.

	» �One is the tMHFA Instructor. The other can be a classroom teacher or school counselor, 
because they can be helpful in managing the class. However, the second adult can also 
be another tMHFA Instructor.

•	 �Distribute, collect, and review the tMHFA Exit Tickets at the end of each session. The Exit 
Ticket provides a discreet way for a teen to ask for help for themselves or a friend. 
Requirements are as follows: 

	» The Instructor must review the Exit Tickets before leaving the site. 

	» The Instructor must tell a staff member at the site about any request for help. 

	» The staff member must contact the teen.
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PREPARING TO IMPLEMENT tMHFA  
Preparing parents/guardians, teens, and site staff for the tMHFA training is an important part of 
making the program effective. 

Sites must complete two components to prepare to implement tMHFA:

1.	 Provide Youth Mental Health First Aid training to staff.

2.	 Conduct three tMHFA informational sessions — for site/school staff, parents/guardians, and 
teens — to disseminate key information about tMHFA and safety protocols. 

Consider scheduling both components as far in advance as possible.

1. PROVIDE YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID TRAINING TO STAFF

First, your school or organization’s staff gets trained in YMHFA, which teaches adults working with 
young people how to recognize and respond to a mental health challenge or crisis and get that young 
person help. You must have at least 10% of your staff trained in YMHFA. (If 10% or more of your staff 
are already trained in YMHFA, you don’t have to offer this training.)  

If possible, offer YMHFA to parents and guardians as well. Because the tMHFA program encourages 
teens to reach out to trusted adults when experiencing a mental health challenge or crisis, it is 
important to ensure that parents and guardians know how to have supportive conversations with 
youth.  

Resources:

•	 Youth Mental Health First Aid  
www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/population-focused-modules/youth

Additional Information About the Timeline:

•	 YMHFA training must be offered to staff every three years. 

MAKE IT EASY TO SEE WHICH STAFF HAS BEEN TRAINED IN YMHFA. 

Once you have trained staff, make sure everyone at your school or youth-serving program can see 
who has been trained in YMHFA, so teens will know whom they can approach about their concerns. 
You might hang posters with photos of staff who completed the training. You could ask staff who 
completed the training to put up a sticker or poster in their classroom or office. You might also add 
something to their ID badge that shows that they are certified in YMHFA. In a virtual environment, 
staff could add an MHFA badge or description to their email signature or to another place teens are 
likely to see.  

2. CONDUCT THREE INFORMATIONAL SESSIONS ABOUT tMHFA.

Informational sessions for parents and guardians, staff, and teens are required components of your 
preparation. The program is new, so it’s important all parties understand why it is being offered and 
what to expect. 

The next few pages discuss informational sessions.

http://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/population-focused-modules/youth
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INFORMATIONAL SESSION 1: 
tMHFA INFORMATIONAL SESSION FOR PARENTS AND GUARDIANS

The tMHFA Info Session is for all parents and guardians of the teens who will be taking the tMHFA 
course. The goals for the session are to inform parents/guardians about tMHFA, discuss possible 
reactions from their teen, and to talk about what to do if their teen comes to them with questions or 
concerns about their mental health or the mental health of their friends. It is also an important time 
to review school, local, and national resources available to teens and families and ensure parents/
guardians have contact information for someone at the site coordinating the tMHFA program.

Participation rates at parent/guardian informational sessions tend to be low, so consider scheduling 
one along with another event parents are invited to get more people there.

 TIMELINE

•	 1–6 weeks before the tMHFA course starts.

 CHECKLIST

•	 Notify parents/caregivers of tMHFA informational session.

•	 Create local teen mental health resource list.

 RESOURCES

•	 Parent/guardian letters. 

•	 PowerPoint presentation templates for informational sessions. 

•	 teen Mental Health First Aid: A Manual for Young People in 10th-12th Grade Helping Their 
Friends (teen Manual).

•	 “You Matter” video.

WHAT YOU’LL DO DURING THE INFORMATIONAL SESSION

•	 Distribute tMHFA learning objectives and course outline.

•	 Review teen Manual.

•	 Provide copies of the teen Manual to all participants.

•	 Inform parents and caregivers that tMHFA:

	» Does not teach teens to diagnose.

	» Is not therapy.

	» Is not asking teens to take on too much. 

	» Emphasizes bringing in a trusted, responsible adult to take over as necessary.
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•	 Explain that no problem occurred that caused the school to offer tMHFA. 

•	 Show the “You Matter” video.

•	 Review local mental health resources.

•	 Describe the protocol to help teens in distress.

•	 Give parents and guardians an opportunity to ask questions.

•	 Tell parents and guardians who the contact person is at the school or site.

•	 Discuss possible questions and reactions they might get from their teens.

•	 Provide a contact person for parents and guardians who have questions about the training.  
 

INSTRUCTOR NOTE: 

Consider who will handle parents’ and guardians’ questions or concerns about tMHFA. It may be 
administrative/front office staff who know the course well, the school or site tMHFA liaison in charge 
of scheduling the program, a staff person who is a certified tMHFA Instructor, or another member of 
the site/school mental health professional team.
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INFORMATIONAL SESSION 2: 
tMHFA INFORMATIONAL SESSION FOR SITE/SCHOOL STAFF

The tMHFA Informational Session is for all staff at the school or organization. The goals for the 
session are to inform staff about the tMHFA course, make them aware which teens will be taking 
it and when, and discuss possible reactions from teens and what to do if teens come to them with 
questions or concerns about their mental health or the mental health of their friends. 

 TIMELINE

•	 1–2 weeks before the tMHFA course starts.

 CHECKLIST

•	 Notify site/school staff of the tMHFA Informational Session.  

•	 Review site/school protocol for responding to a teen in distress.  

•	 Create/provide a list of site/school, local, and national teen mental health resources.  

•	 You can invite a mental health professional to be present at the informational session for site/
school staff.  

 RESOURCES

•	 PowerPoint presentation templates for informational sessions.  

•	 “You Matter” video.  

•	 teen Mental Health First Aid: A Manual for Young People in 10th-12th Grade Helping Their 
Friends (teen Manual).  

WHAT YOU’LL DO DURING THE INFORMATIONAL SESSION

•	 Summarize tMHFA course content.

•	 Review (and provide copies) of the teen Manual.

•	 Inform site/school staff that MHFA is:

	» Not teaching to diagnose. 

	» Not therapy.

•	 Explain that no incident occurred that caused the school to offer tMHFA. Also, make it clear 
that tMHFA is not a crisis-response training.

•	 Show the “You Matter” video. 

	» Since teens will watch this video, it’s important that site/school staff also see it. It will 
help staff understand how it can affect viewers emotionally. Inform the group that 
school or site mental health professionals are available immediately during the tMHFA 
sessions.

•	 Discuss how teens may react and behave after the course. For example, some teens may be 
quieter after sessions because of the content, and others may be more talkative and have 
questions they want to discuss.
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•	 Discuss strategies for responding if a participant approaches them with any questions or 
concerns about the Mental Health First Aid content.

•	 Review site/school protocol for responding to a teen in distress and the steps staff should take 
if they are concerned about a teen. 

•	 Review the steps for what to do if a teen approaches them with concern for another teen.

•	 Share the list of site/school, community, and national mental health resources that can be 
shared with teens and families. Encourage staff to share these with teens and families. 

INSTRUCTOR NOTE:

Invite all faculty and staff to the informational session.

ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR SUPPORTING SITE/SCHOOL STAFF 

•	 All staff members should be invited to the YMHFA course. 

•	 Understand that some staff may express discomfort discussing mental health. Staff may opt 
out. 

•	 You may find that staff do not want to attend a YMHFA course. If you look for patterns among 
those who do attend, you will see that staff who have a good understanding of the content of 
MHFA are much more likely to want to attend a YMHFA course.

•	 A mental health professional can be present at the informational session for site/school staff.

•	 School or site mental health professionals need to know they must be available immediately 
during the sessions. It is best if the mental health professionals while the course is taking 
place.

•	 School or site mental health professionals should discuss course content with individual teens 
who may be at increased risk, such as those who have been touched by suicide. 

An Instructor describes preparing for the tMHFA training.

“I was able to have a meeting with the key staff who would be in the room with me, as well 
as the school counselor. In this meeting we discussed essential details, including timing, 

classroom management requests, how to address students who might get activated during 
the session, and Exit Tickets.

This was really helpful so teachers felt empowered and knew how to help throughout the 
training. I would also check in with my teachers throughout the five weeks for input and/or 

feedback.”

-AARON EVANS, LICENSED PRACTICAL COUNSELOR, AUSTIN, TEXAS
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INFORMATIONAL SESSION 3: 
tMHFA INFORMATIONAL SESSION FOR TEENS

The tMHFA Informational Session is for all teens who will participate. The goals for the session are to 
inform and excite teens about the tMHFA course, review safety protocols, go over expectations for 
virtual participation, and provide information about how to contact a mental health professional if 
they have questions or concerns.

 TIMELINE

•	 1–6 weeks before the tMHFA course starts.

 CHECKLIST

•	 Notify teens of date and time for tMHFA Informational Session. 

•	 Prepare a list of site/school, community, and national mental health resources. 

•	 You can invite a mental health professional to be present at the informational session for 
teens. 

 RESOURCES

•	 PowerPoint presentation templates for informational session. 

•	 tMHFA Participant letters.

•	 Participant pretest. 

 INSTRUCTOR NOTE:

It is the role of staff to persuade teens that the course is important. If staff talk about the course not 
being required, teens will be less likely to attend.

Teens who do not attend the course will not know the signs of a developing mental health challenge, 
and won’t be able to help their friends. Mental health challenges are very common, and those who 
have them do better with help. Provide a contract if they need to consider opting out.

Teens often find the training helpful even when topics can be upsetting to discuss (such as suicide or 
school violence).
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WHAT YOU’LL DO DURING THE INFORMATIONAL SESSION

•	 Introduce teens to the tMHFA course. Consider showing one of the tMHFA videos:

	» Teens Choose to #BeTheDifference with tMHFA  

	» Lady Gaga and Students on teen Mental Health First Aid!  

•	 Give teens an outline of the course. Explain how they will access the course materials and 
meet with their Instructor. 

•	 Administer the pretest.

•	 Share that tMHFA is not a self-help session. 

	» Instead, the course teaches them how to help their friends. 

	» Emphasize the importance of bringing in a trusted, responsible adult to take over as 
necessary.

•	 Inform them that they will not be asked to discuss their own mental health in the sessions, or 
to name friends they are concerned about.

•	 Review participant safety 

	» Tell teens that participants often find the training helpful, even when topics can be 
upsetting to discuss (such as suicide or school violence). 

	» Let teens know what the site is doing to keep them safe. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X9Rw2_PlsKc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-nXw1I-F-38
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HELPFUL TIPS FOR SCHEDULING THE 
tMHFA COURSE
Recall that if you’re teaching at a school, the program must be taught to an entire grade level (not 
individual classes). If you are teaching at a youth-serving organization, program, or community site, 
the program must be taught to an entire group of teens in the program.

Below are some scheduling tips.

1. TEACH SESSIONS ON NON-CONSECUTIVE DAYS.

•	 You must have at least one day, and no more than two weeks, between sessions. Do not teach 
the course on consecutive days.

2. SCHEDULE MAKE-UP SESSIONS, IF POSSIBLE.

•	 Schedule a make-up session for teens who miss a session. Because the sessions build on each 
other, try to make this happen before the group moves on to the next session.

•	 If you cannot schedule make-up courses, you can provide a Certificate of Participation rather 
than a Certificate of Completion to teens who missed sessions. 

3. KEEP CLASS SIZE TO NO MORE THAN 30.

•	 Do not teach the course in large, assembly-style sessions. This course is interactive and 
discussion-based, so limit classes to no more than 30 and no fewer than five teens.

4. YOU CAN HOLD ADDITIONAL SESSIONS IF YOU’D LIKE.

•	 If you’d like more time for discussion or more time to address questions on Exit Tickets, you 
can schedule additional sessions. You can also hold additional sessions to administer a post-
evaluation and have a graduation ceremony.



16 teen MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID: IMPLEMENTATION TOOLKIT

PARTICIPANT SAFETY REMINDERS
PARTICIPANTS CAN FEEL DISTRESSED HEARING ABOUT SUICIDE AND OTHER TOPICS. 

Sites must have a protocol in place for responding to a participant experiencing distress. 

SOME PARTS OF YOUR PROTOCOL SHOULD BE:

•	 If a teen says they are or have been suicidal, this is an urgent matter. A site/school mental 
health professional must follow up with them immediately. Your site’s protocol for responding 
to a teen in distress should be implemented.

•	 You can discuss course content with any individual teens who may be at increased risk, such 
as those who have been touched by suicide.

•	 Staff can talk with any teen they were concerned about even before the tMHFA course, even if 
that teen doesn’t request help. 

•	 Use The Exit Ticket process. After each session, all participants must complete an Exit Ticket.

•	 The Exit Ticket is primarily an opportunity for teens to ask questions, say something they’ve 
learned, and ask that an adult check in with them.

•	 You can customize the Exit Ticket so there is a space where the learners can indicate that their 
problem is urgent.	

•	 The Instructor(s) must read over the completed Exit Tickets before leaving the site to identify 
any teens requesting follow-up by a site/school mental health professional.	

•	 Before the Instructor leaves the site, they must give the names of teens who request follow-up 
to the site/school mental health professional or other identified staff member.	

•	 The site/school mental health professional must contact the teen at the earliest opportunity.	

GUIDELINES ON MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS IN CLASSROOMS:

•	 Having a site/school mental health professional available during the class is required.

•	 Having at least two adults in the training room at all times is required.

	» They do not both have to be tMHFA Instructors, but they can be. The classroom teacher 
and school counselor are both great options to help Instructors manage the class.

•	 You may also wish to ask local mental health professionals or other social service staff from 
outside the school or outside your organization to be available while the program is being 
taught.
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SAMPLE RESPONSE TO EXIT TICKETS
 
SUBMITTED BY: MORGAN LIPE & MICHELLE BRODE  

TEEN MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID INSTRUCTORS, KING COUNTY, WASH.

Hello, ICS 10th Grade.

We really enjoyed meeting you last week and introducing you to teen Mental Health First Aid. You 
asked so many great questions on the Exit Tickets, and we wanted to share some answers with you 
via email. We didn’t get to answer all of them in this email, but will address more in coming weeks. 
Have a great midwinter break, and we’ll look forward to seeing you on February 20.

Many of you wondered how you can help a friend who is dealing with mental health challenges. That 
is exactly what this course is about. In coming weeks, we’ll talk in detail about how you can help a 
friend.

Some of you asked how to determine the severity of someone’s mental health challenges. The main 
things we look for are:

•	 Whether there is a major change from the person’s normal way of thinking, feeling, or acting.

•	 Whether that change interferes with the person’s ability to live their life.

•	 Whether that interference does not go away quickly and lasts longer than normal emotions or 
reactions would be expected to.
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SAMPLE LEARNER SAFETY PROTOCOL
 
SUBMITTED BY: KENNETH CHRISTOPHER 

FREEDOM HIGH SCHOOL, SOUTH RIDING, VA

Staffing Roles

Classroom:

•	 Two people per room (They do NOT both have to be Instructors. There just needs to be a 
supportive person in the room in addition to the Instructor.)

•	 Person 1 – Instructor: Facilitate training.

•	 Person 2 – Instructor or second person: Support trainer, and observe students in class. If a 
student needs support or to step out of the room, check on the student in the hallway and/or 
escort student to counselor.

Hallway:

•	 One mental health professional — school counselor, school social worker, or school 
psychologist stationed outside the classroom.

	» This mental health professional is on call for students who need brief counseling 
support during the class.

	» This person’s role is to triage the student situation to gauge if the student needs 
immediate support from the Student Services Department.

	» If the student needs immediate support from the Student Services Department, this 
person serves as the escort to the Student Services Department.

Student Services Department:

•	 Student Services staff are aware and on call to address follow up, support, and/or suicide 
screening for students in need.

	» During and after the tMHFA training, students will refer friends who may be 
experiencing a mental health crisis.

	» It is vital that each referral is treated with ultimate care to reinforce the bravery of 
referring oneself or a friend who is experiencing a mental health crisis.

	» Follow division and school protocol when dealing with potential threats to self and/or 
others, and document the steps.
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Process

1.	 Collect Exit Tickets five minutes before students are sent to their next class. 

	» For the last class before dismissal from school, collect Exit Tickets 10 minutes before 
the students are released to go home for the day.

2.	 Staff review student comments on Exit Tickets. 

	» If a student requests follow up, have a private conversation with student in the 
classroom or in the hallway.

3.	 �If needed, connect the student with the mental health professional stationed outside of the 
classroom.

4.	 �If needed, student is escorted to Student Services Department for additional support.

	» At no time should a student potentially in crisis be released from school to get on a 
bus or walk home. Only a release from a school counselor or school administrator is 
permitted after division or school safety screening protocols.
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TIPS FOR MANAGING THE CLASSROOM
If a classroom teacher will join the tMHFA Instructor in the classroom, the Instructor and the 
classroom teacher should talk prior to tMHFA Session 1. Some expectations that they can discuss are:

•	 The classroom teacher should not ask specific learners questions of a sensitive nature.

•	 The Instructor will manage students, but may ask the teacher to step in if acting out becomes 
a problem.

	» Talking about mental health can be uncomfortable for some teens, and some teens 
may act out. Disruptive behavior in the classroom is not helpful. If a teen must be asked 
to leave the classroom because of disruptive behavior, the classroom teacher must 
manage the situation.

•	 The classroom teacher should be attentive and engaged. If they want to do lesson planning or 
other activities while in the classroom, they should find a different classroom teacher to join 
the tMHFA Instructor.

•	 If a teen becomes distressed and wishes to leave the classroom, the school or site staff is 
responsible for making sure that they can immediately talk with a school or site mental health 
professional. The tMHFA Instructor is responsible for following site protocol for responding 
to a teen in distress and ensuring that they are seen. A classroom teacher is helpful in these 
situations.

One Instructor wrote about what worked well in her classroom.

“We stuck with doing the nameplates and so that really helped get specific students engaged, 
especially when we didn’t know everyone’s names. ‘Hey Johnny, what did you think about?’ 
Questions that were safe and easy to answer. I tried to move about the classroom, and I felt 

like that helped as well.”

- CARISSA WINGATE, LBSW, CANYON, TX.
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ON-SITE PREPARATION
 TIMELINE

•	 2–3 weeks before tMHFA training.

PREPARATION

•	 There should be a central liaison at the school, site, or location for Instructors to contact. This 
person should be able to provide:

	» Class lists.

	» Information about the classroom.

•	 Visit the site, school, or location where tMHFA training will take place.

•	 Check room setup.

•	 Test technology.

•	 On the day of the training:

	» Bring back-up cables.

	» Arrive at the school early. 

	» Test volume for your videos before the teens arrive.

CHOOSING A ROOM 

•	 Classrooms that are quiet and private are preferable. Open settings (gyms, cafeterias, etc.) 
make it hard to engage.

•	 It’s ideal if Instructors can stay in one place, and participants move in and out.

SETTING UP THE ROOM

•	 Horseshoe setup seems to work best to ensure everyone feels comfortable participating. 
Ensure no learners are isolated within the room.

•	 Ensure learners will be able to see the slides and video.

•	 Be sure that teens with hearing aids, vision impairment, or mobility aids can access the 
material. 

•	 Test technology. A technical difficulty can disrupt the session and waste valuable time.

•	 Learners who usually or sometimes have a teacher’s aide to assist during classes must have 
their aide present.
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MATERIALS CHECKLIST

•	 PowerPoint presentation.

•	 Teaching Notes.

•	 teen Manual for each learner.

•	 MHFA Certificates of Completion and Certificates of Participation.

•	 Exit Tickets for each learner for each session.

 RESOURCES

•	 MHFA Connect Storefront 

	» The MHFA Connect Storefront is where you will purchase teen Manuals for your 
participants.

Tips from a tMHFA Instructor.

“During the weeks of teaching each trimester, I emailed the Instructors regularly to provide 
encouragement and support, see how things were going, if they needed anything, and then 

made sure they got whatever they needed (e.g., one lost their clicker, another one needed new 
batteries for their clicker). I also emailed the mental health support people regularly (some of 
the Instructors fulfilled this role, also) to provide encouragement, thank them, and see if they 

needed anything.”

-LISA HANNINEN-DANNER, PHD, LIVERMORE VALLEY JOINT UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT, 

LIVERMORE, CA.
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MATERIALS 
tMHFA INSTRUCTORS WILL NEED THE FOLLOWING MATERIALS:

	� tMHFA PowerPoint presentation

	� tMHFA flash drive

	� tMHFA Teaching Notes 

	� tMHFA Manual 

	» Each participant must receive their own manual.

	» You can purchase these from the National Council.

	� Exit Tickets. 

	» You can purchase these from MHFA or create your own. 

	» When creating your Exit Tickets, provide information about accessing local mental 
health services, including the phone numbers and location of any local youth-friendly 
services. 

	� Pre- and Post-tests. 

	» Participants can take the pretest during the informational session or during the first 
session of training. 

	» They can take the post-test during the last session of training, or during a final 
graduation session that you offer as an additional session. 

THE tMHFA COURSE MAY NOT BE ALTERED.

•	 tMHFA slides cannot be changed or deleted. 

•	 No additional information can be added from other sources. 

YOU ARE NOT PERMITTED TO PRINT OR MAKE COPIES OF THE tMHFA TEEN MANUAL OR SLIDES. 
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HOW tMHFA INSTRUCTORS MAINTAIN 
THEIR CERTIFICATION 
To maintain certification, tMHFA Instructors must train at least one tMHFA course per year. This is 
in addition to maintaining requirements for Mental Health First Aid for Adults or Mental Health First 
Aid for Adults Assisting Youth. If a tMHFA Instructor is also certified as an Instructor in Mental Health 
First Aid for Adults or Mental Health First Aid for Adults Assisting Youth, they must still teach three 
courses per year in that curriculum.

OFFERING TEENS WAYS TO KEEP TALKING 
ABOUT tMHFA 
You may wish to arrange for a visit from appropriate mental health professionals after the training. 
They can explain the services they provide, how to make an appointment, what to bring to the 
appointment, and what to expect.

You may wish to talk with curriculum specialists in your school about how to incorporate mental 
health themes. For example, English teachers might choose to have students read novels addressing 
mental health themes. 

ONGOING SUPPORT FOR YOUR SCHOOL, 
SITE, OR PROGRAM
The Mental Health First Aid team will help you teach tMHFA. This includes technical assistance, 
coaching, and online professional development such as webinars.

CONTACT INFORMATION
Please reach out to teenMHFA@TheNationalCouncil.org with any questions.

mailto:teenMHFA@TheNationalCouncil.org
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CALL TO ACTION

#BETHEDIFFERENCE
THANK YOU FOR BEING A PART OF THIS MOVEMENT!

TEEN MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID

When you use the skills you learn in teen Mental Health First Aid, you may be the first person 
to offer support to your friend when they’re in need. You can help them feel like they are not 

alone and be a vital resource in connecting them with a trusted adult.

With the skills to recognize when your friend might be struggling, you can take the first step in 
reaching out. Your body language, what you say, and how well you listen can have a powerful 

impact.

You are not responsible for your friend’s journey and you do not have to help them alone. 
Adults in your school or organization have been trained so they can provide additional 

support to you and your friend. But you can do your part by asking if your friend is struggling 
and listening to what they have to say. Your friendship is important.

As a teen Mental Health First Aider, you can be the one to make a difference in the life of your 
friend who is experiencing a mental health or substance use challenge or crisis. Your First Aid 

actions can be that initial step towards hope in your friend’s journey.
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RESOURCES

NATIONAL SUICIDE PREVENTION 
LIFELINE 
Call 800-273-TALK (8255) 
www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org

CRISIS TEXT LINE 
Text “MHFA” to 741-741 for free, 24/7 crisis 
counseling. 
www.crisistextline.org

AMERICAN FOUNDATION FOR 
SUICIDE PREVENTION (AFSP) 
www.afsp.org
American Foundation for Suicide Prevention. 
(n.d.). Model school district policy on suicide 
prevention. https://afsp.org/model-school-
policy-on-suicide-prevention

SUBSTANCE USE AND MENTAL 
HEALTH SERVICES ADMINISTRATION 
(SAMHSA) 
www.samhsa.gov
Substance Use and Mental Health Services 
Administration. (2012, June). Preventing 
suicide: a toolkit for high schools. HHS 
Publication No. SMA-12-4669. https://store.
samhsa.gov/product/Preventing-Suicide-A-
Toolkit-for-High-Schools/SMA12-4669. 

NATIONAL ALLIANCE ON MENTAL 
ILLNESS (NAMI) 
www.nami.org 
National Alliance on Mental Illness. (n.d.). 
Teens and Young Adults. www.nami.org/Find-

Support/Teens-and-Young-Adults  

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF 
SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGISTS (NASP). 
www.nasponline.org 
National Association of School Psychologists. 
(2020). Comprehensive suicide prevention 
in a time of distance learning (handout). 
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/
Resources%20and%20Publications/Resources/
Crisis/Comprehensive%20School%20
Suicide%20Prevention_COVID-19_FINAL.pdf

National Association of School Psychologists. 
(n.d.). Conducting a virtual suicide assessment 
checklist (handout). https://www.nasponline.
org/x55254.xml

National Association of School Psychologists. 
(n.d.). Preparing for virtual school suicide 
assessment checklist (handout). https://www.
nasponline.org/x55253.xml

NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF MENTAL 
HEALTH 
www.nimh.nih.gov
National Institute of Mental Health. (n.d.). 
Child and adolescent mental health. https://
www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-
adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml

TEENS HEALTH 
www.teenshealth.org 
Teens Health. (n.d.) Mind. http://teenshealth.
org/teen/your_mind  

http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org
http://www.crisistextline.org
http://www.afsp.org
https://afsp.org/model-school-policy-on-suicide-prevention
https://afsp.org/model-school-policy-on-suicide-prevention
http://www.samhsa.gov
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/Preventing-Suicide-A-Toolkit-for-High-Schools/SMA12-4669
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/Preventing-Suicide-A-Toolkit-for-High-Schools/SMA12-4669
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/Preventing-Suicide-A-Toolkit-for-High-Schools/SMA12-4669
http://www.nami.org
http://www.nami.org/Find-Support/Teens-and-Young-Adults
http://www.nami.org/Find-Support/Teens-and-Young-Adults
http://www.nasponline.org
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Resources%20and%20Publications/Resources/Crisis/Comprehensive%20School%20Suicide%20Prevention_COVID-19_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Resources%20and%20Publications/Resources/Crisis/Comprehensive%20School%20Suicide%20Prevention_COVID-19_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Resources%20and%20Publications/Resources/Crisis/Comprehensive%20School%20Suicide%20Prevention_COVID-19_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Resources%20and%20Publications/Resources/Crisis/Comprehensive%20School%20Suicide%20Prevention_COVID-19_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/x55254.xml
https://www.nasponline.org/x55254.xml
https://www.nasponline.org/x55253.xml
https://www.nasponline.org/x55253.xml
http://www.nimh.nih.gov
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml
http://www.teenshealth.org
http://teenshealth.org/teen/your_mind
http://teenshealth.org/teen/your_mind
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IMPLEMENTATION CHECKLIST
BEFORE TEACHING tMHFA

	� Meet with administrators to achieve buy-in for the program.

	� Schedule informational session for staff.

	� Schedule YMHFA traingin for staff. (At least 10% of staff must be trained before you can teach 
tMHFA at your school, site, or program.)

	� Schedule YMHFA for parents and guardians (optional).

	� Schedule parent/guardian informational session session.

	� Send parent/guardian and teen informational letters.

	� Schedule teen informational session.

	� Participants complete pre-evaluation. 

	� Decide whether you will offer six 45-minute sessions or three 90-minute sessions. 

	� Schedule the start date, times, and locations for the sessions.

	� Schedule make-up sessions for learners who miss any sessions.

	� Find out how many learners will be in each session.

	� Purchase or create Exit Tickets.

	� Ensure that two adults will remain in room during session.

	� Ensure there is a plan to address Exit Tickets from learners who asked for help.

	� Ensure that a mental health professional is on-site.

	� Plan to have a school counselor or local provider speak about local resources during Session I.

PREPARE CLASSROOM

	� Set out table tents for learners’ names.

	� Check white board project/screen.

	� Prepare wall space/chart paper. 

	� Make sure the technology works.

	� Practice teaching.

	� Implementation Checklist
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BEFORE AND AFTER TEACHING tMHFA

	� Create your tMHFA course in the Instructor Portal.

	� Teach your first session.

	� Collect manuals after each session.

	� Collect and review Exit Tickets after each session.

	� Reach out to teens who need to be seen.

	� Keep track of the number of learners you train and any absences. 

	� Teach any make-up courses.

	� After the last session, have learners take the post-test in computer lab.
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tMHFA PARENT/GUARDIAN EMAIL 
WHAT PARENTS/GUARDIANS NEED TO KNOW ABOUT TEEN MENTAL HEALTH 
FIRST AID

Our SCHOOL/SITE will conduct teen Mental Health First Aid (tMHFA) training for GRADE/AGE 
beginning on DATE. This is an evidence-based training that teaches teens in grades 10-12, or ages 15-
18, how to identify, understand and respond to signs of mental health and substance use challenges in 
their friends and peers. The training gives teens the skills they need to have supportive conversations 
with their friends and emphasizes the importance of getting help from a responsible and trusted 
adult. 

Young people often turn to each other when stressed or upset and try to help, sometimes taking 
on too much. tMHFA teaches them they don’t have to take these problems on alone. The course 
discusses issues that some teens may find distressing, like school violence and suicide. You may wish 
to discuss these subjects with your teen before or after the training. 

Mental health challenges are very common in adolescents, and this course is not being introduced 
because of any specific problems at our location. In the event of a suicide here, be aware the specific 
suicide will not be discussed during the class, nor will any individual teen. 

The course is being taught by school staff or staff from a partnering organization. All instructors 
teaching the course have received special training and are certified to teach the course by Mental 
Health First Aid USA®, a division of the National Council for Mental Wellbeing.

The course is taught in six 45-minute sessions or three 90-minute sessions, depending on your 
youth’s schedule. The following is an overview of what will be addressed. 

Session 1

Mental health in general, what mental health challenges are, how common they are in teens.

Session 2

The impact of mental health challenges on teens, how people with mental health challenges can get 
better, professionals who can help.

Session 3

Helping a friend who is in crisis because they are suicidal, introducing the tMHFA Action Plan (“Look, 
Ask, Listen, Help Your Friend”) and how it can be used in a crisis situation. A video shows a teen 
helping a friend who is experiencing suicidal thoughts.

Session 4

Helping a friend who is in another type of crisis, such as threatening violence or harm to others, 
engaging in nonsuicidal self-injury, or experiencing a traumatic event such as bullying, abuse or 
assault. Practice using the tMHFA Action Plan (“Look, Ask, List, Help Your Friend”) in these types of 
crisis situations.
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Session 5

How to help a friend who may be in crisis due to substance use, how to help when a friend might 
be developing a mental health challenge. The course does not teach teens how to diagnose! It’s 
information about being a supportive friend, encouraging friends to seek help, and knowing when it’s 
time to get someone else involved.

Session 6

Recovery, resiliency and all final activities to complete the tMHFA course.

Teens who participate in tMHFA will receive a certificate of completion for taking the course and a 
manual to use during the course that they can take home after the last session. There are resources 
for further information in the manual that you may want to explore with your child. If you want to 
learn more now, the following resources are provided.

RESOURCES

Learn more about mental health problems

•	 Teens Health

	» www.teenshealth.org/teen/your_mind 

•	 National Alliance on Mental Illness

	» www.nami.org/Find-Support/Teens-and-Young-Adults 

•	 National Institute of Mental Health 

	» www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml.

Learn more about Mental Health First Aid

•	 Mental Health First Aid USA

	» www.MentalHealthFirstAid.org 

National Helplines 
If you or someone you know needs immediate help, call 911.  

•	 National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

	» Call 800-273-TALK (8255) 

	» Visit www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org 

•	 Crisis Text Line 

	» Text “MHFA” to 741-741 for free 24/7 crisis counseling.

	» Visit www.crisistextline.org

You can also encourage your teen to talk to their school mental health professional for additional 
information and support.

SCHOOL CONTACTS

Training will begin on DATE. If you have any questions about tMHFA or concerns about your teen’s 
participation in the training, please contact our school tMHFA Coordinator. 

[INSERT CONTACT INFORMATION] 

http://www.teenshealth.org/teen/your_mind
http://www.nami.org/Find-Support/Teens-and-Young-Adults
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml
http://www.MentalHealthFirstAid.org
http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org
http://www.crisistextline.org
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tMHFA LEARNER EMAIL 
WHAT TEENS NEED TO KNOW ABOUT TEEN MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID

Our SCHOOL/SITE is conducting teen Mental Health First Aid (tMHFA) training for GRADE/AGE 
beginning on DATE. tMHFA teaches teens in grades 10-12, or ages 15-18, how to identify, understand 
and respond to signs of mental health and substance use challenges in their friends and peers. The 
training will give you the skills to have supportive conversations with your friends and to get help 
from a responsible and trusted adult. 

Teens often turn to each other when stressed or upset, but sometimes when they try to help, they 
take on too much. This course teaches you to not try taking friends’ problems on alone, and when 
and how to get an adult involved. You won’t talk about any problems you are having yourself, and you 
won’t learn to give therapy or diagnose a problem. 

We want you to know tMHFA discusses school violence and suicide. Some people will find those 
topics distressing. Talk to a parent or guardian if you’re worried that talking about suicide or school 
violence will make it too hard for you to be part of the course. You should also know that most people 
find that even if they have lost someone to suicide, the information in the course makes them feel 
better, not worse.

This course isn’t happening because of any specific problems here, and we will not discuss any 
individuals.

Depending on our schedules, you’ll attend six 45-minute sessions or three 90-minute sessions. Here’s 
an outline: 

Session 1

Mental health, what mental health challenges are, and how common they are in teens.

Session 2

The impact of mental health challenges on teens, how people with mental health challenges can get 
better, professionals who can help.

Session 3

Helping a friend who is in crisis because they are suicidal, introducing the tMHFA Action Plan (“Look, 
Ask, Listen, Help Your Friend”) and how it can be used in a crisis situation. A video shows a teen 
helping a friend who is experiencing suicidal thoughts.

Session 4 

Helping a friend who is in another type of crisis, such as threatening violence or harm to others, 
engaging in nonsuicidal self-injury, or experiencing a traumatic event such as bullying, abuse, or 
assault; practice using the tMHFA Action Plan (“Look, Ask, List, Help Your Friend”) in these types of 
crisis situations.
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Session 5

How to help a friend who may be in crisis due to substance use, how to help if someone might be 
developing a mental health challenge. tMHFA does not teach you how to diagnose! It’s information 
about being a supportive friend, encouraging friends to seek help, and knowing when it’s time to get 
a responsible, trusted adult involved.

Session 6

Recovery, resiliency and all final activities to complete the tMHFA course.

You will receive a certificate of completion for taking the course and a manual to use during the 
course that you can take home after the last session. There are resources for additional information 
in the manual, and you may want to explore them alone or with a parent or guardian. If you wish to 
learn more now, check out these resources: 

RESOURCES

Learn more about mental health problems

•	 Teens Health

	» www.teenshealth.org/teen/your_mind 

•	 National Alliance on Mental Illness

	» www.nami.org/Find-Support/Teens-and-Young-Adults 

•	 National Institute of Mental Health

	» www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml

Learn more about Mental Health First Aid

•	 Mental Health First Aid USA

	» www.MentalHealthFirstAid.org

National Helplines 
If you or someone you know needs help immediately, please call 911.  

•	 National Suicide Prevention Lifeline - save this in your phone!

	» Call 800-273-TALK (8255) 

	» Visit www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org 

•	 Crisis Text Line – save this in your phone!

	» Text “MHFA” to 741-741 for free 24/7 crisis counseling. 

	» Visit www.crisistextline.org
Remember, you can also talk to your school mental health professionals for additional information 
and support!

http://www.teenshealth.org/teen/your_mind
http://www.nami.org/Find-Support/Teens-and-Young-Adults
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml
http://www.MentalHealthFirstAid.org
http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org
http://www.crisistextline.org
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SAMPLE EXIT TICKET 

EXIT TICKET

Name:

Date:

I am feeling:

I want someone to check-in on me:

One question I still have:

One thing I learned today:

I have a concern about: Myself Friend

Immediately (crisis situation) Within a week

By end of day tomorrow I’m good, no check-in needed

SAMPLE OBSERVATION RUBRIC
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SAMPLE CERTIFICATE OF COMPLETION

 

SAMPLE CERTIFICATE OF PARTICIPATION

 



NOTES 




