
What is treatment? How do we know 
what is likely to work?



What is Treatment?

• Course of action designed to decrease your 
student’s symptoms and increase their functioning

• Some treatments address mental illness in 
general; other treatments address specific 
symptoms.

• Not all treatments work the same for all people; 
treatments must be individualized.



What is Treatment?

• More than one treatment may be used, either in 
succession or simultaneously (e.g., medication and 
psychotherapy).

• Treatments can take some time to work (often up 
to 6-12 weeks), so don’t expect improvements 
immediately.

Our knowledge and understanding of what 
treatments work will change over time as new 

scientific research becomes available



Treatment Should Always…

• Be based on best available evidence for:
• Effectiveness
• Tolerability
• Safety

• Be provided by a health professional who has the 
training and competencies to apply and evaluate 
treatments



Treatment Effects

KEY POINTS:
1. Symptoms can still 

worsen after 
treatment has 
begun because it 
takes time for the 
treatment to start 
working.



Treatment Effects

KEY POINTS continued:
2. Even as someone is getting better, they can have 
bad days or weeks. Recovery is not always rapid or 
linear.

3. There is a decrease in morbidity and early mortality 
with effective treatment.



Evidence-Based Treatment

• Health care providers decide which treatment will 
be most beneficial to your student based on:
• Available scientific research

• Knowledge/experience

• Wishes of your student and their family



Evidence-Based Treatment

Other factors considered:
• Specific diagnosis
• Severity of mental illness
• Lifestyle
• Age
• Family history
• Available resources
• Concurrent illnesses/treatments 



Treatment Categories

Standard Treatment
• Substantial scientific evidence
• Usually approved by regulatory bodies and meets 

standards of professional organizations
• E.g., CBT or SSRIs for Depression



Treatment Categories

Complementary Treatment
• Provided in addition to standard treatment
• Reasonable scientific evidence
• May not be approved by regulatory bodies or 

have met standards of professional organizations
• E.g., Vitamin D supplements for Depression (in 

addition to CBT and/or SSRIs)



Treatment Categories

Alternative Treatment
• Insufficient scientific evidence that it is safe or 

effective
• Not regulated or endorsed by credible 

organizations
• May be endorsed by celebrities or wellness 

“gurus.”
• E.g., Transcendental Meditation for Depression



Medication

• Substances that are taken with the purpose of 
improving brain functioning

• Often necessary but not sufficient for treatment of 
mental illness (should rarely be provided 
independent of psychotherapy and other 
supports).

• One size does not fit all – type and dose need to 
be tailored to individual and carefully monitored.

• Addiction to medications used to treat mental        
illness is rare.



Psychotherapy 
a.k.a. Talk Therapy

• Helps people problem-solve, learn and use healthy 
coping strategies, and adaptively change their 
negative and harmful thoughts, emotions, and 
behaviours

• Many types available, most of which have not 
been evaluated for safety and effectiveness.



Psychotherapy 
a.k.a. Talk Therapy

• Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT) and 
Interpersonal Therapy (IPT) have been evaluated 
and are considered safe and effective for many 
disorders.

• Effective therapy is the result of evidence-based 
therapy techniques, strength of relationship with 
the therapist, and patient’s belief and active 
involvement in the process.



Psychotherapy vs. Medication

• A silly and unhelpful discussion

• Use depends on need, evidence and availability in 
the community  

• People with the same diagnosis may receive 
different treatments, based on:
• Their specific symptoms
• Their own strengths, challenges, & needs
• The availability and cost of different treatments



What to Expect During Treatment

• Treatment is not a “quick fix.”
• Change is gradual, not immediate 

(with the exception of some medications, like 
psychostimulants for ADHD, which work quickly).

• Your student is learning new skills, new ways of 
thinking, and new ways to look at the world.

• You might not receive updates on how treatment 
is going – it depends on what consent your 
student and/or their family have given the 
treatment provider.



Relapse
Recurrence 

Response, Recovery, Remission, Relapse, 
Recurrence



How a Teacher Can Help

• Educate yourself with current, evidence-based 
information about your student’s mental illness 
and its treatments.

• Be part of the treatment team when appropriate.

• Recognize that certain things may be difficult for 
students with mental illness and use strategies 
that support and enhance coping skills.



How a Teacher Can Help

• Ask your school psychologist or guidance 
counsellor for strategies that would help your 
student.

• Don’t single out your student or make it obvious 
to their peers that they have a mental illness – it’s 
not your information to share.



How Can You Tell if Treatment is Working? 

• Many people need to try several different 
treatments (or combinations of treatments) 
before the right one is found.



How Can You Tell if Treatment is Working? 

Signs treatment is working:
• Decrease in symptoms
• Increase in positive productive activity
• More involved in class activities
• Increased ability to talk about their 

problems/concerns
• Improved grades
• Improved social interaction 


