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New Jersey’s Black Students Suffer a Decline in
Access to School Mental Health Staff

Over the Past Decade, Access to Mental Health Staff For Black
Students Decreased, While White Students’ Access Increased

Mark Weber, Ph.D.

Concern about the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, along with renewed fears about
school shootings, have put the mental health of New Jersey’s students into the spotlight.!
Federal data show 74 percent of public schools in the Northeast report an increase in students
seeking mental health services since the start of the pandemic.” The state Legislature has
responded by introducing several bills that directly address the need for schools to take an
active role in identifying and treating student mental health issues."™

Given these serious concerns, it is important to assess recent trends in New Jersey schools’
capacity to address students’ mental health. This report looks at these trends through a racial
justice lens, specifically addressing this question: How has access to school mental health staff
changed for Black, white, Hispanic/Latinx, Asian, and other students over the past decade?

Analysis of the available data shows a clear trend: While access to mental health staff for
white and Asian students has increased over the past several years, it has decreased for
Black students. A decade ago, Black and Hispanic/Latinx students had an advantage over white
students in access to mental health staff; now white students have the advantage (albeit a small
one).

Given New Jersey’s much higher poverty rates for children of color, and the profound influence
poverty has on mental health, these trends are a cause for great concern. Additionally, studies
show that school districts that enroll more students of color are more likely to impose
disciplinary actions on their students, compounding this growing inequity. In other words:
New Jersey’s Black and Hispanic/Latinx students are more likely to live in poverty and more
likely to be suspended from school, even as their access to mental health professionals is
decreasing.
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Uneven Access to Mental Health Staff

Student mental health problems can be identified and treated by a variety of school staff. We
include the following positions in the overall category of school mental health staff: nurses,
counselors, psychologists, social workers, anti-bullying specialists, and substance use
coordinators. The figure below shows the changes since 2008 in access to these staff for
students of different races and ethnicities (see the “Methodology” section below for details).

Fewer School Mental Health Staff for Black
Students, More for White Students
Mental Health Support Staff per 1000 Students, New Jersey Public Schools
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Source: NJDOE enrollment and staffing files. "Mental Health Support Staff" includes: School Nurses
(Instructional and Non-Instructional), Counselors (includes Directors of School Counseling),
Teacher/Behavior Specialists, School Psychologists, School Social Workers, Anti-Bullying Special-
ists, and Coordinators of Substance Abuse. "Purchased Services" personnel are included. All
personnel weighted by full-time equivalency. See text for methodology.
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In 2008, all public schools in New Jersey had, on average, 8.2 mental health staff per 1,000
students; this rose to 8.6 staff per 1,000 in 2020. During the same period, mental health staff
per 1,000 white students rose from 7.4 to 8.s.

In contrast, mental health staff per 1,000 Black students decreased from 10.3 to 8.5. For
Hispanic/Latinx students, the figures declined from 9.0 to 8.4 per 1,000. In other words:
During a period where access to mental health staff increasedfor New Jersey’s white and
Asian students, access for Black and Hispanic/Latinx students decreased.
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These trends have not been uniform across all mental health staff positions. The figure below
shows trends by race/ethnicity for school nurses: while the number of nurses per 1,000
students has increased for white students, it has declined for Black and Hispanic/Latinx

students. Notably, nurse staffing for Asian students remains considerably lower than for other
races/ethnicities.

Number of School Nurses Declines for Black and
Hispanic Students

School Nurses per 1000 Students, New Jersey Public Schools
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Source: NJDOE enrollment and staffing files. Includes Instructional and Non-Instructional Nurses.
Includes purchased services personnel. Staff weighted by full-time equivalency. See text for
methodology.
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Over the same period, school counselor staffing has changed dramatically. In 2008, there were
2.7 counselors per 1,000 white students; this rose to 3.2 per 1,000 by 2020. In contrast, Black
students had 4 counselors per 1,000 in 2008; this dropped to 2.6 per 1,000 by 2020. It should
be noted that the American School Counselor Association recommends 4 counselors per 1,000
students; overall, New Jersey remains far behind this goal."”

More School Counselors for White Students, But a
Sharp Decline for Black & Hispanic Students
School Counselors per 1000 Students, New Jersey Public Schools
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Source: NJDOE enrollment and staffing files. Includes Disrectors of School Counseling and
purchased services personnel. Staff weighted by full-time equivalency. See text for methodology.
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Black and Hispanic/Latinx students still have an advantage in social workers per 1,000 students
over white and Asian students. The gap, however, is narrowing, as the number of social workers
for Black and Hispanic/Latinx students has declined.

Still More Social Workers for Black & Hispanic
Students, But the Gap Is Closing
Social Workers per 1000 Students, New Jersey Public Schools
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Source: NJDOE enrollment and staffing files. Includes purchased services personnel. Staff weight-
ed by full-time equivalency. See text for methodology.
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Why Mental Health Staffing for Schools Matters, Especially for Students
of Color

Some may argue that these trends in school mental health staffing reflect a move toward
parity: A decade ago, white students had less access to these staff than children of color, but
now their access is equivalent. This argument, however, fails to recognize a basic truth: New
Jersey’s students of color are more likely to live in poverty than the state’s white students and,
as a result, have greater mental health needs.
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Poverty Rates Are Much Higher for Black
and Hispanic Students Than for White and
Asian Students

Children in Poverty by Race and Ethnicity in New Jersey, 2019
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Source: Kids Count Data Center https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/44-chil-
dren-in-poverty-by-race-and-ethnicity#detailed/2/32/false/1729,37,871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133
/10,11,9,12,1,185,13/323 Data for American Indian children are suppressed due to low confidence
intervals.
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The poverty rates for Black/African-American and Hispanic/Latinx children are more
than three times that for white or Asian children. This is critical, as a large body of research
shows poverty has a profoundly negative impact on children’s mental health.” Certainly, more
school mental health staff for white and Asian students would be, by itself, laudable; however,
the accompanying trend of less access to these staff for Black and Hispanic/Latinx students
raises serious concerns.

It is important to note that greater poverty rates and decreasing access to mental health staff
for students of color are occurring in an environment where those same students are more
likely to suffer harsh disciplinary consequences.
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Students in School Districts With Greater Numbers
of Black and Hispanic Students Spend More Days
Out Of School Due To Suspensions

Days Out Of School Due To Suspension per 1000 Students, by School Racial
Profile, New Jersey School Districts, 2018-19
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Source: NJDOE School Performance Report, 2018-19 https://rc.doe.state.nj.us
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As a New Jersey school district’s percentage of white students increases, it is, on average, less
likely to have students miss school due to a disciplinary suspension.” In contrast, schools with
higher percentages of Black or Hispanic/Latinx students tend to have their students miss more
days of school due to suspension. Research shows a clear link between student mental health
and school discipline: when students feel supported and safe in school, disciplinary
consequences diminish."! The unequal discipline meted out to students of color is, therefore,
yet another indicator that they are not getting access to the mental health supports they need.

As NJPP has previously reported, greater access to school staff of all sorts is directly influenced
by school funding policies." Yet New Jersey’s students of color are much more likely to attend
schools that are underfunded, according to the state’s own law, than white students.™ While
the short-term infusion of federal school funds tied to the pandemic could help schools reverse
trends in mental health staffing for students of color over a short period, longer-term funding
solutions are necessary.

Such funding, however, should be guided by analyses like the one above. Lawmakers will not be
able to address staffing trends that are racially unequal unless and until they are aware of them.
Monitoring the deployment of school personnel of all types by student race—and by other
student characteristics—should be the regular and ongoing work of policymakers.
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Methodology

This report relies on two data sources from the New Jersey Department of Education: staffing files
(obtained through Open Public Records Act requests) and enrollment files (available publicly at:
https://www.nj.gov/education/doedata/enr/). All stafting files observations represent a school staffer,
each with an accompanying job code. I aggregate the workers in different jobs for each school district
(weighted by full-time equivalency); I then divide that aggregate by the total number of students in the
district. These fractions of a staffer are then assigned to each student regardless of race/ethnicity. The
numbers of students and the fractions of staff are then totaled across the state for each race/ethnicity
category, as well as for all students. These figures are used to generate the “staff per 1,000 students”
figures found in this report.
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