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Mental Health Consultation in Santa Barbara 
Unified School District  

 Preschools through 6th grade  
 

We are excited to announce that our partnership with the 

Santa Barbara School District has grown. CALM aims to 

engage students, families, teachers, administrators and 

school staff in helping to build trauma-informed classrooms 

and school communities so that the learning environments 

are supportive of the social-emotional needs of all children. 

Services will also support teachers in determining which 

students could benefit from a school-based counseling 

program and explore the meaning of children’s challenging 

behavior so the appropriate supports are put into place. 

Jennifer Mundy, Program Manager of Mental Health 

Consultation will oversee this new addition to our Mental 

Health Consultation Program.  

 

 

Ms. Amber Favela, Isla Vista Youth Projects Children’s Center Teacher, and 

Jaime Bregante, Early Childhood Consultant, sitting in the ocean sensory area of 

Ms. Favela’s room. Created in part of her practice based coaching goals.  



 2 

 

By Bruce D. Perry, M.D., Ph.D. 

 

Why are the first days of the new school year so important? What can teachers do during these first weeks to 

help their new students come to enjoy school and love learning? 

Life is discovery. From the moment of birth we are exposed to a continuous flow of sensory experience — 

sight, sound, smell, taste and touch. Our remarkable brain takes the images and sounds, the feelings, scents 

and tastes of each moment to create an internal representation of the external world. In the beginning of life, 

all is new. Each experience is a first. Each image, melody, scent, and caress bathes the newborn's brain as it 

attempts to organize and make sense of this world. Over time, we create memories, and we learn. 

And it is in the learning from first experiences that our future is directed — the first smile, the first words, the 

first kiss, the first love, the first loss, and the first days of school. These new experiences shape our emotions, 

beliefs, values, and behaviors. Our first experiences create the platform from which we will view the rest of 

our life. 

Over time, there are fewer firsts — the world becomes more familiar, less novel. For many, active learning 

slows in age. For those who find pleasure in discovery, however, there will be a lifetime of learning. They will 

seek novelty and reap the rewards of mastering new experiences — maturity, creativity and wisdom. We wish 

this gift for our children. 

Every September, thousands of young children enter a classroom for the first time and swim in novelty. 

Indeed, for these children, the first days of school are filled with more new experiences than any other time 

aside from birth. There will be new sights, sounds, schedules; new children, adults, challenges, and 

expectations. How can we help our children find pleasure in these first classroom experiences that will lead to 

a lifelong hunger for knowledge? The key is safety. 

Optimal learning is a driven by curiosity, which leads to exploration, discovery, practice, and mastery. In turn, 

mastery leads to pleasure, satisfaction, and confidence to once again explore. The more a child experiences 

this cycle of wonder, the more she can create a lifelong excitement and love of learning. The cycle of wonder, 

however, can be stopped by fear. 

The fear response is deeply ingrained in the human brain. Under threat of any kind — hunger, thirst, pain, 

shame, confusion, or too much, too new or too fast — we respond in ways to keep us safe. Our minds will 

focus only on the information that is, at that moment, important for survival. Fear kills curiosity and inhibits 

exploration. 

 

Starting the new school year 
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This is important for the first days of school because the brain tends to interpret novelty as threatening. 
In new and strange settings, a young child will be overwhelmed by more novelty and find little pleasure 
in "learning." 

Fortunately, there is another deeply ingrained feature of the human brain — curiosity. We are fascinat-
ed by and drawn to the unknown — to new things. Humans are explorers. When we are safe and the 
world around us is familiar, we crave novelty. When a child feels safe, curiosity lives. Yet when the 
world around us is strange and new, we crave familiarity. In new situations a child will be more easily 
overwhelmed, distressed, and frustrated. This child will be less capable of learning. The hungry child, 
the ill, tired, confused, or fearful child does not care about new things — they want familiar, comforting, 
and safe things. 

In the first weeks of school, very young children are almost drowning in novelty. We can make these 
new experiences easier. We can do things to make the environment more predictable, structured, famil-
iar, and, thereby, safe. It is the invisible yet powerful web of relationships in the classroom that creates 
an optimal learning environment. The most important learning "tool" is the teacher. And it is the teach-
er who creates the safe "home base" from which the child will explore. 

A sense of safety comes from consistent, attentive, nurturing, and sensitive attention to each child's 
needs. Safety is created by predictability, and predictability is created by consistent behaviors. And the 
consistency that leads to predictability does not come from rigidity in the timing of activities it comes 
from the consistency of interaction from the teacher. If a schedule is consistent, but the teacher is not, 
there is no predictability for the child. Predictability in time means less to a young child than predicta-
bility in people. 

How can a teacher provide this? Use your most powerful teaching tool, your personality. Your smile, 
your voice, and your touch make a child feel safe. Face-to-face, "on the floor time," and eye contact are 
essential in this process. Be predictable in your interactions with the child and not in the number of 
minutes spent in each activity. Be attuned to each child's overload point. Let children find some space 
and solitude when they seem to be overwhelmed. In these quiet moments the child can find pleasure in 
reviewing the discoveries of the day. 

TEACHER TIPS 

Here's how you can provide the safety and predictability that children need: 

 Keep the first few weeks of school simple. Repeat the schedule and rules many times. Once a 
child feels comfortable with the school day, flexibility and change can more easily be introduced. 

 Be predicable in your interactions with children. This is more important than the number of 
minutes spent in each activity. 

 Be attuned to each child's overload point. Let children find some space and solitude when they 
seem to be overwhelmed. 

 Find time during the day for quiet. Solitude allows the brain to "catch up" and process the new 
experiences of the day. This leads to better consolidation of new experience and better learning. 

 Keep the first challenges light and the praise heavy. Confidence and pleasure come from suc-
cess. Let everyone succeed at something. 

 Emphasize the importance of good nutrition and proper bed rest. Children cannot learn 
when they are hungry or tired. Also, let parents know that their children are likely to be more irritable 
at home, will need more sleep, and will need some "decompression" time at home after school. Remind 
them that even pleasant experiences can be stressful. 

 Remember that you make all the difference. These first experiences with school can help rein-
force a child's curiosity and love of learning. You create the emotional and social climate of safety that 
makes your classroom a place for optimal learning. 
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CENTER SPOTLIGHT  ST. MARK PRESCHOOL 

TAUNDRA PITCHFORD,  DIRECTOR 

What population of children and families does your 

program serve? 

St. Mark Preschool is a well-established preschool located in the 

San Roque neighborhood near the beautiful foothills of Santa 

Barbara. We serve a diverse group of families with children ages 12 

months to 5 years.  

What is one thing you wish people knew about your 

program? 

St. Mark Preschool has been an important part of the Santa Barbara 

community for more than 50 years. Our school environment 

conveys a warm feeling of heritage, positive energy and closeness 

from the moment you walk through the door. It's a universal feeling 

that parents, children, teachers and visitors have expressed to me 

over the years – and we are proud and committed to keep it alive 

and blooming. We’ve nearly doubled in size over the past couple of years, but everybody is connected. We play together at school 

and we play together outside of school. Most of our new families come to us through existing families. That, too, is what’s special 

about Santa Barbara – everyone knows each other.  

Please share the benefits of your partnership with CALM highlighting one way you have been able to use 

consultation services.  

St. Mark began working with CALM several years ago in a partnership to offer a mental health component to our teachers, children 

and parents. One area we have seen a noticeable change has been with our staff development. Our turnover is extremely low. Our 

teachers are continuing their education and our staff members feel they have a voice in where we want to go in the future with the 

school. CALM introduced Reflective Practice to our staff meetings to help with communication. We’ve seen a tremendous amount 

of growth – both personally and professionally – with our teachers. We feel honored to work with CALM and are excited about the 

journey ahead through our continued partnership. 

Finish the sentence, “If I could do one thing to make kids’ lives better, I would….” 

I would ask everyone to slow down. I’ve been in the early childhood field for more than 30 years and the biggest change I’ve seen is 

the stress put on our little ones. We’re all moving way too fast and don’t take enough time to stop and share moments with our 

children. We’re always moving on to the next thing – overextending ourselves, or our phones are beeping, or a work email is 

coming through. Parental stress and distraction get passed along to the children.  

Please add anything else you think you would like to share about your program, the work you do or the 

collaboration with CALM. 

This past year has been challenging for the Santa Barbara area. So many people and businesses were affected by the fires and 

mudslides. We could see the pain in the faces of our parents and the worry in the eyes of our children. We shared in the sadness 

and loss in our community. CALM has supported us in ways we never could have predicted. 

Jaime was instrumental in helping our teachers work through their feelings during our staff meetings and how to help their 

students. Jennifer and Jaime helped our families by scheduling a parent workshop, providing tools to use when talking with 

children about their fears. Jennifer provided a safe place to be vulnerable during the directors’ support group and encouraged us to 

focus on the needs of the community.  

Everyone is connected in one way or another. Somehow, through the sadness, comes new growth, fellowship, and opportunity to 

help one another. Our school was honored to welcome a Montecito preschool during the evacuation and give these families a place 

to call home for a while. CALM was there to offer support to both schools and their families.  

The importance of staying together was the goal, in helping these children feel some stability during the tragedy. Some lost their 

homes, some lost family members, some were displaced and living in hotels or with friends. This was a tremendous opportunity to 

teach our children about the importance of community and we are thrilled to be able to help our neighbors.  

We were happy when the news came that the visiting preschool was getting ready to move back to their school, and yet sad to see 

this partnership coming to an end. We still miss our new friends and sister school.  

 CALM has helped us all be stronger than we imagined we could be.  
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CENTER SPOTLIGHT  GOLETA UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT  

LIZ BARNITZ, PH.D.    DIRECTOR OF INSTRUCTIONAL SERVICES 

Ella Lauser (Mental Health Consultant at GUSD) and  

Jen Mundy (Program Manager of School Based Services) 

have shared some invaluable breathing and calming 

techniques with our TK teachers this year. These tools 

have really helped my young students calm their bodies 

when we are in line or when we are transitioning to a large 

group time. One day, we were at rotations and I had just 

signaled for the children to clean up their station and line 

up for the next station. As the students were lining up, I 

needed to help a child with something and the others were 

waiting in line. Waiting in line is one of the most 

challenging tasks for a group of young five year olds to do 

calmly. They often start to pick up a friend, say silly things, 

or dance around and bump into someone causing 

conflict. On this day after helping my student, I looked up 

and to my surprise four boys were leaning against my art 

cabinet like lizards pushing up on a rock. It took me a 

moment to register what they were doing. When I did, it 

made me laugh. I had just taught wall push up earlier in 

the week and they were trying to use this skill to stay calm 

while I was helping the other child. It was so wonderful to 

see them work together to find a strategy that would help 

them keep from getting too physical with each 

other. Providing tools for what they "can" do is invaluable 

to young children. They love to feel in control and make 

good choices! Another time, I was teaching at group time and I heard this really loud sound coming from a 

child who gets very silly and tries to make noises and faces to get other children to laugh. Of course, I made 

an assumption that I would need to prompt him to calm his body. When I 

looked over at him, he was "smelling a flower", a little too intensely but with 

the good intention of calming himself down. I am look forward to the 

opportunity next year to have a more in depth training with Ella.  Developing 

reflective practices and techniques to provide my students with social 

emotional skills will help me become a much more effective teacher! 

 

Thank you so much for supporting our TK program!   

GUSD MISSION STATEMENT 

The mission of the Goleta Union School District is to maximize 

academic, intellectual, and personal growth in order for each 

student to prosper in, and positively influence, a diverse and 

dynamic world. 

Success Story  
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REFLECT ON THE 
QUOTE  
 
“EVERY CHILD HAS A 
STORY TO TELL, AND 
WITHIN THAT STORY 
IS THE SECRET TO 
REACHING HER OR 
HIM AS A LEARNER. 
CHILDREN’S STORIES 
ARE WINDOWS INTO 
THIER UNIQUENESS 
AND CLUES ON HOW 
TO CONNECT THE 
CHILD AND THE 
CURRICULUM.” 
 
-HERB KOHL  
 
 
REFLECT ON HERB 
KOHL’S WORDS ABOUT 
CHILDREN’S STORIES. 
USE THE FOLLOWING 
QUESTIONS TO GUIDE 
YOUR THINKING  
 
1.  WHAT DO YOU 
THINK KOHL MEANS 
BY SAYING THAT 
CHILDREN HAVE 
STORIES TO TELL?  
 
2.  HOW DO YOU 
THINK THIS RELATES 
TO OBSERVING 
CHILDREN? 
 
 
 
 

 

The Art Of Awareness 
How Observation Can 
Transform Your 
Teaching  

 
 Deb Cutis and Margie 
Carter 

SUPPORTING SOCIAL EMOTIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT  

 

Splish 

Splash 

Summer 

Get Your 

Vitamin 

Sea  

By Ella Lauser, 

M.A., A.M.F.T, 

A.P.C.C., Early 

Childhood 

Consultant & 

Doula 

  

  

 

 

In the interest of the sea beckoning Santa Barbara County residents 

of all ages this summer, what better way to make use of long, hot 

days then the holistic benefits of water play.  

 Being outside, in contact with the elements, assists the 

body and mind in accessing the present moment. You know more 

readily what you need when you’re interacting at the beach – be it 

shade, a drink of water, a jump in the water or a nap. It’s easier to 

catch the messages from your body when you’re in an outdoor 

environment and studies show that sensory experiences improve 

skills and empowers individuals in making contact with their world, 

being mindful of the here and now. Research over the past four 

decades shows that a child develops internal self-regulatory 

behavior from biological and environmental factors. What 

motivates and provides opportunity for self-regulation is when 

children believe that that they are responsible for their actions, that 

they are capable of controlling them and that they have choices; by 

making choices we foster our unique sense of self (Bronson, 2000; 

Oaklander, 1978).  
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 When you foster an experience for exploratory adventures that involve the five senses, these 

simple acts allow for the self to be explored moment to moment. Making choices create confidence in 

contact with the self, giving a boost in healthy ego. Stress also fades when the brain focuses on the 

experience of the present and there’s something about water specifically that soothes be it by touching 

it, seeing it, hearing it, smelling it (when infused with the saltiness of ocean water). Whether the 

mixture of earth and water is in the 

backyard, a sandbox, or the sea, 

seemingly simple objects provide 

an opportunity for children to 

learn about themselves and be 

entertained for hours. Margaret 

Lowenfeld, in Play in Childhood, 

notes that sand and water play 

combined is a marvelous method 

for demonstrating a “large variety 

of fantasies, as for example, tunnel

-making, burying” and “many 

tactile experiments can be 

made” (Lowenfeld, 1967). Children 

can safely explore objects 

represented in real life that they 

may not be developmentally 

capable of expressing verbally and 

simply, the possibilities of play and 

absorption in play is infinite.  

 There are so many benefits 

to water play developmentally for 

children months old to teen years. 

Motor skills (fine and gross) 

through hand eye coordination, problem skills (where is the water going and how can we keep it 

protected from the waves?!?) and as your little ones grow bigger in height and in language capacity, 

play with water allow for development in discussing the choices their making and describing what they 

are doing as well as what they need next. Water play encourages social-emotional growth and lends 

itself to mathematical and scientific interest with the simple use of as pails, cups or tools to measure 

amounts. By focusing single-mindedly, the body and mind become tranquil and add more kids to the 

mix, you’ve got teamwork learning and releases of energy. 

 Tall and small benefit from moving water, be it waterfall or oceanic waves, as natural sources 

of water in motion produces an increase in negative ions (tasteless, odorless, and invisible molecules 

produced in specific environments) which brings more energy and vitality for all. How? Negative ions 

are believed to produce biochemical reactions, boost serotonin, this aids in improving mood, 

alleviating depression, and thereby relieving stress. Get away from screens and electronic devices, 

which produce positive ions, and up your intake of negative ions. In other words, go get some vitamin 

sea! 


