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By Steve Diamond

Recently, public school dis-
tricts across Marin County an-
nounced that masks are no lon-
ger required in the classroom.

As a counselor for Buck-
elew Programs providing men-
tal health services for youth 
throughout the county, I ap-
plaud any and all efforts to help 
students navigate toward some 
form of normalcy during the 
continuing COVID-19 pandemic, 
but more support is needed 
to ease this transition from 
masked to unmasked.

Let’s first review some basics 
about human behavior.

We have been told for two 
years that we are living in a 
dangerous time, and that we 
must wear masks to protect our 
own safety and the safety of 
those we care about. 

One of the most powerful pri-
mary emotions is fear, so fear-
based situations or environ-
ments make it challenging for 
us to manage our emotions. Ad-

ditionally, we are social crea-
tures by nature. We need con-
nection.

We also crave predictability 
and consistency because that’s 
what feels safe, so when we re-
ceive mixed messages, our sys-
tem goes haywire. After two 
years of danger messages, now 
all of a sudden, we don’t need 
masks. All of a sudden, it’s safe. 
All of a sudden, we can go back 
into the classroom with no 
masks.

We’ve been told we can take 
our masks off but we haven’t re-
ally been told why. The result is 
increased anxiety and fear.

We also need to consider de-
layed trauma. During crises, 
our brains do their best to keep 
us safe. We made the necessary 
adjustments during the pan-
demic (wearing masks, keep-
ing our distance and refrain-
ing from physical contact with 
loved ones such as grandpar-
ents and grandchildren), but our 
brains also recognized, “this is 
not normal or natural.” Add the 
conflicts and fighting between 

individuals, families and com-
munities over the pandemic, po-
litical and social issues, and it’s 
easy to see that our minds and 
bodies have been in the fight, 
flight or freeze pattern for two 
years. Now, as we start to relax 
a bit and think about moving 
forward, it can cause a delayed 
trauma response.

How is all of this mani-
festing in the school environ-
ment? Buckelew has experi-
enced increased calls from par-
ents whose kids refuse to go to 
school. Some worry that they 
might be exposed to an un-
masked, unvaccinated student. 
Others feel apathy toward edu-
cation. “How can you expect me 
to care about math with every-
thing going on in the world?” is 
a common argument.

There are also increases in be-
havioral challenges at school 
and dropping grades. This could 
be a sign of trauma, which is of-
ten misdiagnosed as attention 
deficit hyperactivity disorder. 
Those with cultural differences 
and language barriers face even 

more challenges in school sys-
tems. 

This massively impacts their 
ability to learn in school.

Finally, we are seeing in-
creased calls to our 24/7 suicide 
prevention hotline. I want to en-
courage anyone who is feeling 
overwhelmed or in need of sup-
port to call 415-499-1100. Your 
life is always worth a phone call. 
Trained phone counselors can 
support you through these diffi-
cult moments.

I want to assure parents and 
teachers that these kids who 
are acting out or struggling in 
school are not being lazy or rude 
— they are having a trauma re-
sponse and need support. Here’s 
what you can do:
• Talk about it. Build bridges.

Extend that olive branch to
create a safe space to talk. A
schoolwide assembly where all
share their concerns is a good
start.
• Ensure accessibility to

school counselors.
• Incorporate mindfulness.

Three minutes of breathing ex-

ercises or mindfulness activi-
ties at the beginning and end of 
class can work wonders to de-
crease stress and help students 
calibrate their emotions, making 
learning more accessible.

• Incorporate social-emo-
tional learning. Use dialectical 
behavior therapy focusing on 
emotional regulation. Use the 
printable worksheet. Download 
one from bit.ly/3qNcGgX.

• Support local events to raise
money for local mental health 
programs. Our inaugural Bike-
4Buckelew event will take place 
in China Camp on May 14, and 
there are many other local 
events and organizations you 
can support.

Raising awareness increases 
the opportunity to improve our 
mental health as a community, 
and every donation means in-
creased resources to provide 
support for those in need.

Steve Diamond, of San Rafael, is 
a program director and mental 
health counselor for Buckelew 
Programs.
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