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Module 6: Deeper Dive
What do health providers do?
Family Doctor/General Practitioner

Medical doctors (MD) do not specialize in mental health care but are trained in diagnosis and treatment of all 
illnesses for people of all ages. They are certified by the College of Family Physicians of Canada and regulated 
by the physician licensing organizations in the province in which they practice. Some family doctors have 
substantial amounts of experience in providing treatments for mental illnesses and some do not. Mostly family 
doctors provide care to people who have a mild to moderate or relatively uncomplicated mental illness. They 
also recognize when the illness is severe or the situation is complex and initiate referrals to mental health 
specialists, such as psychiatrists or clinical psychologists for additional help. It’s perfectly acceptable to ask a 
family doctor how much experience they have in treating mental disorders and ask for a referral to a mental 
health specialist if necessary. An initial appointment with a family doctor/GP will often be approximately 15 
minutes. If a diagnosis of a mental illness is considered, the family doctor will usually schedule one or two 
follow-up appointments of longer duration to clarify the diagnosis and discuss treatment options.

Psychiatrist

Medical doctors who specialize in the diagnosis and treatment of mental illness. A psychiatrist is the most 
skilled of all of the specialist mental health care providers and is expert in diagnosis and the application of a 
wide variety of evidence-based treatments. They are certified by the Royal College of Physicians and 
Surgeons of Canada and regulated by the physician licensing body in the province in which they practice. 
Psychiatrists ideally are only used to provide care to patients who have the most complex or severe mental 
disorders. They also provide consultation and advice to other health (such as family doctors) or mental health 
(such as nurses, clinical psychologists) providers. Often the psychiatrist will lead or be a part of a mental health 
care treatment team. An initial appointment with a psychiatrist will be approximately one to two hours in length 
and usually the family (or at least the parents) will be seen as well as the young person. In order to see a 
psychiatrist, a student will likely need a referral from a family doctor/GP. 

Clinical Psychologist

Mental health professionals who have obtained an advanced degree (usually a PhD) in clinical psychology, 
indicating advanced training and expertise in human behaviour and psychological health. Clinical psychologists 
specialize in the assessment and evidence-based psychotherapeutic treatment (e.g., talk therapy) of mental 
illness. They are not medical doctors, so they do not prescribe medication or provide any biological treatments. 
Often, a clinical psychologist and psychiatrist will work together to jointly treat a patient who needs both 
medication and psychotherapy. Some psychologists practice with a degree in Counseling Psychology or 
School Psychology but their ability to practice is more limited (e.g., a school psychologist works exclusively in 
the school system). An initial appointment with a clinical psychologist is about 1 hour in length, but occasionally 
can be longer. Psychologists are licensed through the province in which they practice. For more information on 
locating a psychologist in your area visit http://www.cpa.ca/public/findingapsychologist

Social Worker, Mental Health Counselor (School Counselor, Family Counselor)

The above are all health professionals who use counseling and various types of psychotherapies to help 
people function in their environment, improve their relationships with others and solve personal and family 
mental health problems. They usually have a specific area of practice in which they focus. They can provide 
counseling or psychotherapy services for individuals, couples, families, students and children, depending on 
their skill sets and areas of interest. Initial appointment times can vary from 15 minutes to an hour, depending 
on the setting where the provider works and the mental health condition that is the focus of care.
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Mental Health Nurse (Psychiatric Nurse)

Nurses who have specialized training in mental health/psychiatric nursing and work in a variety of clinical 
settings, including hospitals and community clinics. A mental health nurse works with individuals, families, 
groups and communities. They assess mental health care needs and develop a nursing diagnosis and a plan 
for evidence-based nursing care. Mental health nurses implement, evaluate and continually revise that plan 
with their patients. The Canadian Nurses Association holds examinations in Psychiatric Mental Health (PMH) 
Nursing. Registered nurses who successfully complete the exam are considered certified in PMH Nursing and 
use the credentials CPMHN(C).

Therapist

For the sake of consistency in this document, we will use the word ‘therapist’ to refer to psychologists, 
psychiatrists, social workers, mental health counselors and medical doctors who perform evidence-based 
psychotherapy. However, the term therapist does not designate a particular professional category and anyone 
who wants to call themselves a therapist can do so without legal implications. This means that someone who 
may have taken a 2-day course (or have no training whatsoever) could be calling themselves a therapist, and 
what “therapy” they are providing may not meet standards for evidence. In comparison, a clinical psychologist, 
who also performs evidence-based therapy has anywhere from 6 to 10 years of formal training and clinical 
experience. Therapists, as referred to in this curriculum, belong to well-established professional organizations, 
are regulated and licensed professionals and provide evidence-based interventions. However, many people 
who describe themselves as therapists sell interventions based on little or no credible scientific evidence and 
are not certified by any credible professional organization nor subject to provincial regulations or legal 
requirements. If searching for a therapist, make sure to check the therapist’s qualifications. It is completely 
within the patient or client’s rights to ask the therapist about their training and credentials and verify that you 
are comfortable with their experience.

Can all of the above health care providers correctly diagnose my student’s 
Mental Illness?
Only medical doctors and clinical psychologists can make a diagnosis of a mental illness because it is an act 
protected by law. It is very important that you, as a teacher, never attempt to diagnose a student in your class 
with a mental illness. Write down the signs you notice and tell your school’s student services provider (e.g., 
school psychologist, counselor or social worker) about your concerns. Develop and apply a go-forward plan as 
described earlier in this module.

Talking with kids in tough situations
 1. Get to know your students and keep your eyes and ears open.
 2.  Know about your school safety plan and have a safety plan with your student. Where do they go when 
  they feel like they might not be able to handle the situation? Who do they need to talk to?
 3.  Know who is coming into your class. Organize transition meetings between grades, teacher to teacher.
 4.  Document, document, document for both your own information and for the teacher next year. Keep 
  daily and weekly logs.
 5.  Be aware of non-verbal skills that will help a child de-escalate, including the tone and cadence of your 
  voice (don’t be a drill sergeant). Remember that authority doesn’t have to be loud. Be calm.
 6.  In the moment with an angry student, your heart is in your throat. How do you get grounded?
  ● Visualization: remember that we are in a classroom, in a school, in this town, in this province. 
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  ● Empathy: recognize their behaviour is telling you what they cannot say in words.
  ● Breathing: just keep breathing. Use the deep breathing techniques you have learned. 
  ● Assess the situation for danger to yourself or others. Problem solve: what is the most important 
   thing to do; how am I going to do that? 
 7.  Taking care of the class when something or someone is threatening their safety (for example, a student 
  fight in the classroom):
  ● Take action immediately.
  ● Break the line of sight between the students who are fighting and the other students.
  ● Take the rest of the class to a safe place – this may be out into the hallway.
  ● Follow school crisis procedures.
 8.  Care for the class when one student is in distress (which may be turned inward or outward):
  ● Have a quick activity always ready. For example, “make a list of everything that is in your desk and 
   see how accurate you are.”
  ● Escort the student out of classroom and to a safe place, calling for help if necessary.
 9.  Don’t put yourself in harm’s way:
  ● Meet with students in an area that is private but with public prominence. 
  ● If you think that the situation is beyond your control, get help.

What are best available evidence-based health enhancing activities that are 
beneficial for my student?
These health-enhancing activities are beneficial for all your students, not just those with mental illness.

Consider incorporating them into your lessons and classroom.

 1. Exercise
  ● 30 minutes of vigorous exercise daily, including running, biking, climbing stairs or playing a sport. If 
   this exercise can be done outside in fresh air and sunlight, even better!
  ● 20-40 minutes of light to moderate activity, such as walking. 
 2.  Sleep
  ● Teenagers need approximately 9-10 hours of sleep a night. This means NO electronics in the 
   bedroom and a good understanding of positive sleep hygiene (check out: 
   http://teenmentalhealth.org/toolbox/healthy-sleeping/)
 3.  Organization and consistent daily routine
  ● Keeping track of assignments, due dates and activities and regularly following a routine are great 
   ways for your students to feel more control over their own lives. 
 4.  Positive social contact
  ● Joining school clubs or organizations.
  ● Becoming a volunteer. 
 5.  Healthy nutrition
  ● Regular meals.
  ● Healthy snacks (light sugar intake). 
  ● Grazing (eating small amounts of healthy food over the course of a day) is good. 
  ● Let your student bring fruit, nuts or crackers into your class (depending on whether or not your 
   school is nut-free). A snack that is easy to clean up if it spills.
 6.  Music and movement
  ● Improves mood and moderates the stress response. Music education has profound positive impact   
   on brain growth and development. Check this out: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2h9I2yzKQcU 
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 7.  Bright light
  ● Natural light affects our moods. Encourage your students to spend time outside during breaks and   
   keep the blinds open in your classroom to let light in.
 8.  Learn to properly manage use of legal drugs and alcohol – this can include avoiding them altogether 
  (for example: nicotine/alcohol/cannabis). 
  ● You can share this evidence-based self-care wellness enhancing diary with your students and 
   encourage them to use it daily: http://teenmentalhealth.org/toolbox/taking-charge-health-daily-
   checklist/ 
  ● Try a two-week period of implementing this diary in your classroom. You can try it too. 


