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A Growing Mental Health Crisis for Young People 
In Spring of 2022, Youth Meditation’s Angela Gala embarked on a discovery 
process to better understand the challenges faced by teachers, parents and 
students two years on from the onset of the pandemic.  

Findings from the research include: 

▪ Charlotte-area students, like young people across the country, are 
experiencing negative social-emotional impacts of sustained trauma as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic and its after-effects. 

▪ The pandemic only exacerbated an underlying inequity in access to mental 
health services for disinvested youth. 

  
▪ Like the students they are charged with educating, teachers have 

experienced significant burn-out and prolonged periods of stress that has 
resulted in increased resignations and a talent shortfall. 

▪ Against the backdrop of significant challenge at the school and district 
level, nontraditional strategies are being considered favorably as a means 
to address unprecedented disruption to student learning. 

▪ Mindfulness meditation is an effective tool in the toolkit for educators seeking 
new ways to address the social-emotional needs of students.
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This whitepaper was developed following in-depth research including interviews with educational leaders, 
students, mental health experts as well as trend research from recent reports and scholarly sources: 

Stakeholder Interviews 

▪ Marilyn Pharr, 3rd Grade Teacher, Bruns Avenue Elementary 
▪ Katharine Bonsera, Manager of Educational Partnerships, Center for the Collaborative Classroom 
▪ Karen Calder, Executive Director, Classroom Central 
▪ Christopher Capel, VP of Program Quality & Design, Communities in Schools of Charlotte Mecklenburg 
▪ Anne Cullip, 11th Grade Teacher, Myers Park High School 
▪ Ericka Ellis-Stewart, Former CMS School Board Member (2011 - 2019)/ Board Chair (2012) 
▪ 11th Grade High School Student 
▪ 2nd Grade, 4th Grade & 6th Grade CMS Students 
▪ Mike Realon, Academic & Community Development Coordinator, Olympic High School 
▪ David Spellmon, Core Behavior Specialist, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools 
▪ Bill Strickland, Author, Executive Chairman, Manchester Bidwell Corporation 
▪ Richard “Stick” Williams, Retired VP of Corporate Community Affairs, Duke Energy 

Trend Research 

▪ 2022 Trends Report: Children’s Mental Health Is In Crisis, American Psychological Association, 2022 
▪ Breaking the Link, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, 2018 
▪ Education in a Pandemic, Office for Civil Rights, US Department of Education, 2021 
▪ How Has the Pandemic Affected Students Social-Emotional Well-Being?, CRPE, 2021 
▪ How much do teachers struggle with stress and burnout?, Brookings, 2022 
▪ Mindfulness in the Classroom, Center for Education Policy Research, Harvard University, 2019 
▪ Navigating the Maze, Foundation For The Carolinas, 2017 
▪ Restarting and Reinventing School, Learning Policy Institute, 2020 
▪ Teachers feeling the burden of COVID-19: Impact on well-being, stress, and burnout, Work, 2022

Research 
Sources

https://www.apa.org/monitor/2022/01/special-childrens-mental-health
https://www.cms.k12.nc.us/cmsdepartments/accountability/SiteAssets/Pages/Breaking-The-Link/Breaking%20the%20Link%202016-17.PDF
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/20210608-impacts-of-covid19.pdf
https://crpe.org/wp-content/uploads/SEL-report-2021-final-8-10.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2022/02/08/how-much-do-teachers-struggle-with-stress-and-burnout/
https://transformingeducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/2019-BCRC-Mindfulness-Brief.pdf
https://www.fftc.org/sites/default/files/2017-12/2017.12.4_Assessment_of_Mental_Health_Resources_for_Children_and_Adolescents_in_Charlotte-Mecklenburg.pdf
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Restart_Reinvent_Schools_COVID_REPORT.pdf
https://content.iospress.com/articles/work/wor210994


Young people are experiencing negative social-emotional impacts.
Disruption to the status quo in the form of remote learning  
followed by an extended period of masking and social  
distancing in the classroom has led to a number of negative  
outcomes. 

Chronic absenteeism has been much higher, especially at  
schools with moderate- and high-poverty. It has led to a crisis  
of student engagement, with a substantial number of students  
impacted not only by the pandemic but human services  
challenges in their homes. 

Student academic performance has been negatively  
impacted by the extended period of the pandemic, with the  
percentage of students scoring College and Career Ready  
(CCR) declining in every grade and every subject. Again, largely minority students in schools with a higher 
degree of poverty have been impacted the most, with CCR rates declining by double digits. 

As a lasting impact of the pandemic, student wellness and mental health has been a priority focus for Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Schools as teachers report that students are more disruptive since returning the classroom and are 
dealing with a form of post-traumatic stress disorder. 

According to Christopher Capel, VP of Program Quality & Design, Communities in Schools of Charlotte 
Mecklenburg: “The ability for students to self-manage post-COVID is a challenge. We are married to the routine 
of grown-ups ‘talking at’ and not ‘talking with’ students. There is no place for kids to explore.” 

Key 
Findings

“Emotional wellbeing is at stake. For 
so many young people, the 

pandemic has been incredibly 
isolating.  It gives them the 

opportunity to look inward but that is 
scary and hard if they have even 

embarked on it.  A lot of them just 
focused on survival.  Have they lost 
someone to COVID? Have they lost 
economic footing if they ever even 

had it?   
 

- Ericka Ellis Stewart 
Director of Corporate Social 

Responsibility, Atrium

“Limits on in-person learning also had an 
effect on school’s opportunity to support 
students’ social-emotional development… 
In a February 2021 survey of school district 
leaders, 77 percent reported that their 
students had fallen behind in their social-
emotional development compared to 
two years earlier. “ 

- How Has the Pandemic Affected Students 
Social-Emotional Well-Being?, Center on 

Reinventing Public Education 

Social-Emotional Impacts on Young People



The pandemic exacerbated existing disparities in mental health 
services.
In 2018, CMS published its game-changing report Breaking  
the Link, a 70-page equity report on school demographics,  
teacher qualification, test results, and attendance data. The  
links between race, poverty concentration and outcomes  
may not have been surprising for those most familiar with the 
challenges facing the District, but the report was a public  
acknowledgement of sizable racial and economic disparities: 

”On nearly every measure analyzed in this report, there are  
differences in performance by school poverty level. In general,  
students at low-poverty schools perform better than students  
at moderate-poverty schools, who perform better than  
students at high-poverty schools.” 

Poverty is a pre-existing condition school districts must contend with, particularly as it relates to ‘adverse childhood 
experiences’ (ACEs) – potentially traumatic events that occur before a child reaches the age of  
18. Such experiences can interfere with a person’s health, opportunities and stability throughout his or her lifetime—
and can even affect future generations. 

Even before the onset of the pandemic, Charlotte leaders acknowledged the dearth of supports for students in area 
public schools. In 2017, CMS has the equivalent of one full-time psychologist for every 2.74 schools, as well as a total 
of just 42 case workers to serve 150,725 students. This led to the launch of the school-based mental health (SBMH) 
program – which, while helpful, does not meet the current need. 

As noted by one individual interviewed for this white paper, COVID “threw logs on the fire” of already too-few 
resources for students at high-poverty school – young people predisposed to have more mental health needs.

Key 
Findings

“We have to look at this through the 
lens of where the students were pre-
pandemic. They have way too early 
access to social media. When it’s in 

the hands of 6,7 and 8 year olds, they 
are still learning how to 

communicate with one another in in-
person human relationships which 

was already challenging.  Now we 
add social media and then we shut 
down. In isolating there is a big gap 

in person to person communicating.  
 

- Katharine Bansasera 
Manager of Ed. Partnerships, Center 

for the Collaborative Classroom

“A 2020 technical report from the 
University of Massachusetts Boston and 
University of Massachusetts Amherst found 
that students who needed access to 
school-based services the most, 
particularly those with lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds, had lower 
rates of counselors and school 
psychologists in their districts.” 

- 2022 Trends Report 
American Psychological Association 

Highlighting Pre-Existing Disparities



Key 
Findings

“Though I am officially retired, I have 
been substitute teaching, helping out 

as I can. And it is so sad to see, 
educators I admire running on 

empty… I see it in their eyes – an 
immense weariness… .” 

 
- Kathy Babula,  

Former Teacher,  
Charlotte Country Day School

Teachers are managing unprecedented stress and burn-out.
During the 2021-2022 school year, Charlotte-Mecklenburg  
Schools experienced significant teacher resignations as the 
school year progressed. The total amount of teacher  
resignations topped 1,000+, which represents about 11% of  
CMS’s total teaching staff but paired with hundreds of  
teacher absences due to COVID-19 and a nationwide  
teacher shortage the district is seeing a strain. 

Beyond the challenges of addressing the learning needs of  
traumatized students, educators also had to confront the  
ripple effects of extreme polarization manifested by mask and  
vaccine mandates coupled with increased racial and  
political divides. 

According to Karen Calder, Executive Director of Charlotte-based Classroom Central, these challenges are 
creating a crisis for teacher retention and talent acquisition. 

“We asked teachers what they wanted to see for professional development and they noted ways to reduce 
anxiety and stress, mental health strategies and conflict resolution,” said Calder. “There are so many challenges 
now, we have to lean on traditional and non-traditional methods.”  

In a community still working to overcome its poor national ranking in economic mobility, CMS can ill-afford to 
address learning disparities for disinvested populations without a high-quality workforce. Indeed, it was one of 
the key findings of Breaking the Link: “an important lever for improving student performance is a great teacher, 
because in education, people matter.”

Based on a survey in spring 2021 of 700+ 
educators in public and private schools, 
72% of teachers noted feeling very or 
extremely stressed, with 57% also noting 
feeling very or extremely burned-out. 
Many teachers also noted struggling to 
have a satisfactory work-family balance 
(37% never to almost never; 20% only 
sometimes).  

- Teachers Feeling the Burden of COVID  
WORK: A Journal of Prevention, 

Assessment & Rehabilitation 

Teacher Retention & Talent Acquisition

https://www.wcnc.com/coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.cms.k12.nc.us/cmsdepartments/accountability/SiteAssets/Pages/Breaking-The-Link/Breaking%20the%20Link%202016-17.PDF


The time is now to use nontraditional strategies to reach young 
people. 
In April 2021, CMS issued a report on grades and absences  
with the data suggesting poor outcomes and significant  
disparities for students at high-poverty schools. 

As noted at the time by former CMS Superintendent Earnest  
Winston: “After more than a year of disruption to public  
education in our community, these results are not unexpected,  
but they must serve as a signal that even while the pandemic  
tries to keep a tight grip around our lives, we must find  
innovative ways to help our students reach their full potential.” 

Key to this effort was a commitment to ensuring all schools  
have adequate social and emotional learning support staff to  
help students as they process the effects of disrupted  
education and other impacts of the pandemic.  

The School- Based Mental Health program is in 130+ CMS schools, providing a mental health clinician at each 
school during the instructional day, augmenting CMS student services staff members. But the program is 
overwhelmed by current needs. 

The significant long-term effects of the pandemic on students, as outlined by McKinsey, will have a lasting 
impact on society in a myriad of ways, including a strong economic correlation. It is this ‘business case’ that 
has mobilized a spirit of innovation driven by the public and private sector alike. 

When asked about nontraditional strategies to help young people, multiple individuals interviewed had a 
similar response: “if not now, when?”

Key 
Findings

“There are just so many negative 
factors that are affecting children 

today. What we were doing for 
students pre-pandemic certainly 

wasn’t working, and we can’t expect 
them to now with the challenges the 

pandemic added.”  
 

- Richard “Stick” Williams 
Retired VP of Corporate Community 

Affairs, Duke Energy

Recent data indicate that young people 
are experiencing chronic stress and 
trauma as they navigate basic needs and 
health concerns… and exhaustion from 
constant anxiety about the future… In 
order to buffer a generation of children 
and youth from the negative impacts of 
these cumulative inequities, schools need 
to nurture the whole child by intentionally 
integrating social and emotional learning.  

- Restarting and Reinventing School 
Learning Policy Institute

Non-Traditional Strategies

https://www.wfae.org/education/2021-04-28/cms-report-on-grades-and-absences-raises-questions-about-remote-vs-hybrid-learning
https://www.wbtv.com/2020/01/25/cms-needs-hundreds-social-workers-meet-national-standards-can-county-afford-them/#:~:text=CHARLOTTE%2C%20N.C.%20(The%20Charlotte%20Observer,professionals%2C%20including%20counselors%20and%20psychologists.
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/education/our-insights/covid-19-and-education-the-lingering-effects-of-unfinished-learning


Mindfulness meditation is an effective tool in the educator’s 
toolkit.  
At a time of great stress inside area classrooms, students and  
teachers alike have discovered the benefit of mindfulness  
meditation – a mental training practice that teaches  
practitioners to slow down racing thoughts, let go of  
negativity, and calm the mind and body. The technique  
combines meditation with the practice of mindfulness –  
a state that involves being fully focused on "the now," 
supporting acceptance of thoughts, feelings, and  
sensations without judgment. 

While techniques vary, mindfulness meditation typically  
involves deep breathing and awareness of body and mind.  
It requires no props or preparation and can be accomplished  
in as little as five minutes. This ease of activation makes it a  
particularly useful strategy for use in the classroom.  

Social & Emotional Learning are key components of the CMS  
curriculum, aiding in human development. But multiple  
stakeholders acknowledged it has not traditionally been  
prioritized by district leaders, who are now realizing the need for increased mental health and social-
emotional learning supports in the wake of COVID. 

Mindfulness meditation should be a part of that toolkit. As noted by the Learning Policy Institute in its report 
on reinventing school post-COVID, ensuring supports for social emotional learning include “using strategies 
for managing stress, such as mindfulness and other techniques that calm and center thinking and 
emotions.”

Key 
Findings

“Education today is more 
transactional instead of relational. 

Meditation offers the opportunity to 
relate, to focus on one’s (student) 
innate abilities.  Meditation helps 

open creativity, helps to look at what 
is needed instead of what we have 

always done.”  
 

- David Spellmon,  
Core Behavior Specialist,  

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools

In 2019, just ahead of the onset of the 
pandemic, researchers with the Boston 
Charter Research Collaborative, a 
partnership between the Center for 
Education Policy Research at Harvard 
University (CEPR), MIT, and Transforming 
Education concluded that sixth-graders 
who participated in an eight-week 
mindfulness meditation program exhibited 
less stress than their classmates who did 
not participate. Further, practicing 
mindfulness had helped hone ability to 
focus in the moment, expanding students' 
capacity to learn and regulate their 
emotions. 

- Mindfulness in the Classroom 
Transforming Education

Mindfulness Meditation

https://www.cms.k12.nc.us/cmsdepartments/studentwellness/Pages/SEL.aspx
https://www.cms.k12.nc.us/cmsdepartments/studentwellness/Pages/SEL.aspx
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Restart_Reinvent_Schools_COVID_REPORT.pdf


About Youth Meditation
Youth Meditation is a Charlotte-based nonprofit organization dedicated to empowering 
youth, teachers and parents with practical knowledge and effective tools for managing 
stress, anxiety and emotions as they navigate adolescence. 

Youth Meditation is a nonprofit extension of Charlotte Meditation, a Charlotte-based 
practice founded in 2004 by Ranjit Deora, a meditation master teacher. Youth 
Meditation was launched in 2014 with the aim of assisting students enrolled in public and 
private schools throughout the Charlotte area in dealing with stress, anger and bullying 
while improving focus and aiding academic success.  

Since it was established, the nonprofit has worked with 4,000 students through 
partnerships with local schools including Ashely Park K-8 School, Allenbrook Elementary, 
Olympic High School, Coulwood Middle School and Randolph IB World School. Youth 
Meditation has also worked with private schools like Charlotte Country Day School and 
nonprofit children-serving organizations like Alexander Youth Network and Freedom 
School Partners.  

Youth Meditation features three core programs: 
▪ Mindful Youth – Through mindfulness meditation and laughter yoga, student 

participants increase their ability to focus and develop the mental and emotional 
competencies to handle life’s challenges. 

▪ Mindful Teachers – Mindfulness meditation for educators supports effective 
classroom management which requires awareness, patience, good timing, 
boundaries and instinct.  

▪ Mindful Parents – Participants learn the basics of proper breathing and relaxation 
that lead to deeper connections between parents and their children.

"I can’t tell you how grateful I am for you and your 
amazing team, and the way that you have affirmed 
and taught my staff. We had countless kids using their 
breath today and everything felt so calm and 
grounded – hugely to your credit. We are so 
appreciative.  

“Youth Meditation has made a powerful impact on the 
scholars and staff at Ashley Park. They have led 
meditations with each of our children in the last two 
years, and their practice has manifested in countless 
ways. Ashley Park scholars know how to breathe 
through stress, start their day strong, and own and 
control their thoughts and self-talk. In this way and in so 
many others, the Youth Meditation team has been truly 
invaluable..” 

- Meghan Loftus,  
Then-Principal, Ashley Park K-8 School



Thank you. 
 
For the last eight years, Youth Meditation has been quietly working in the background, engaging 
individuals, students, school principals, and classroom teachers who understand the 
transformative power of mindfulness meditation. After the 2+ year disruption of the COVID-19 
pandemic, coupled with increased calls for racial and social justice in an already-politicized 
atmosphere, we believe the time is now to make mindfulness meditation a more regular part of the 
education experience in Charlotte for both students and teachers. We are ready to move this work 
forward.

- Angela Gala, Co-Founder & Lead Coach, Youth Meditation

725 Providence Road, Ste 300 
Charlotte, NC 28207 

www.youthmeditation.org 

Contact: Angela Gala 
angela@youthmeditation.org 

704-299-0200

http://www.youthmeditation.org/
mailto:angela@youthmeditation.org

