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Introduction 

Why have youth, the leaders of tomorrow, lost HOPE?  Why are children worried about their success?  

What forces are prompting young people to believe that “If I fail, I am a failure in life, therefore my life 

does not matter”? These questions are an excerpt of the concerns expressed in homes, schools, and 

communities with young people faced with unexpected or difficult life circumstances.  There is a silent 

epidemic brewing that requires action, funding, and partnerships to protect our children’s future.  

One in five children living in the U.S. shows signs or symptoms of a mental health disorder in a given year.1  

Within a classroom with 25 students, 5 are facing challenges such as depression, grief, anxiety, or even 

substance abuse.  Of those children impacted by mental health challenges, nearly 80% won’t receive the 

help they need to overcome.   Lacking mental health care over time can transcend to negative 

introspection and thoughts of suicide.  In an October 2019 study from Center for Disease and Prevention, 

death rates among young people between ages 10-24 increased in suicide outpacing homicide in recent 

years (see graph).2   Suicide is the second leading cause of death for young people in Michigan, behind 

accidents.3   Youth and young adult suicide rates in Michigan and nationally have been climbing steadily 

since 2007 (see graph).4    

Dr. Michael A. Lindsey, executive director of the McSilver Institute for Poverty Policy and Research at New 

York University has turned close attention to this plight with black youth.  The suicide death rate among 

black teens has been found to be increasing faster than any other racial/ethnic group.5  In his research 

using data from the CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Survey, suicide attempts by black adolescents rose by 73% 

between 1991-2017, while the rate of injury by attempt rose by 122% for black adolescent boys during 

that same time period.6   These startling statistics require proactive measures to offer mental health care 

support and in particular ensure equitable provisions for communities of people of color.  
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Issues & Implications 

Poor mental health can result in serious negative outcomes for the health and development of 

adolescents.   It can lead to risky sexual behavior, illicit substance use, adolescent pregnancy, school 

absences/dropouts, and other delinquent behaviors.   Mental health is measured by the Center of Disease 

and Control in its youth survey with a question addressing persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness 

and four questions on suicide ideation or action. Persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness is defined 

in the survey as feeling sad or hopeless almost every day for two weeks or more in a row in the past year. 

Suicide ideation or action questions assess consideration of and planning for suicide, attempting suicide, 

and being medically treated for suicide attempts. 

In Michigan, the data is exceptionally alarming particularly in the rise of young African Americans plagued 

with depression and hopelessness.  In many cases, one would consider poverty, bullying or violence to be 

the stimulant for a child to attempt or end his/her life.  However, there are specific cases in which youth 

living with middle class income, strong educational background, and positive family values are not exempt 

from succumbing to suicidal thoughts and completion.  In 2019, within a 2-month period, three African 

Americans males - two students and one recent alumnus of a prominent private Detroit high school 

committed suicide by hanging, stepping in front of a train, and by a gun.  All three young men came from 

highly educated successful families who deeply cared about their future.  Each one was involved in 

extracurricular activities within and outside of school and showed no external signs of concern to friends 

and teachers.   Nonetheless, their suffering in silence and violent deaths could have been prevented.  We 

must act and introduce effective alternatives to prevent more children from making such choices. 

On December 17, 2019, Congresswoman Bonnie Watson Coleman and members of the Congressional 

Black Caucus introduced Pursuing Equity in Mental Health Act of 2019, a bill to address mental health 

issues for youth, particularly youth of color, and for other purposes.  The proposed bill would provide 

financial support to enable local communities to implement a comprehensive culturally and linguistically 

appropriate, trauma-informed, and developmentally appropriate school based mental health program.  It 

would help local communities to develop policies to address child and adolescent trauma as well as mental 

health support when needed.  Additionally, it would provide the required funding necessary to enable key 

partnerships between government agencies, schools, community based programs and families to 

proactively gain access to mental health professional support. The bill would also address the racial and 

ethnic minority mental health disparities and research gaps.7 

Call to Action 

1. Establish online and regional training academies for school-based personnel and mental health 

providers on how to recognize signs of depression, suicidal behaviors and other mental health 

problems. 

2. Fund the development of a model curriculum for administrators, teachers, other school 

personnel, parents and community-based organizations and around mental health and suicide, 

leveraging the expertise of the Working Group of the Taskforce. Such a curriculum would include 

training in anti-bias, anti-oppressive and gender equity practices. 
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3. Develop culturally effective guidelines for national suicide and mental health hotlines and 

organizations relating to Black youth, leveraging the expertise of the mental health professionals. 

4. Identify and promote best and promising practices for increasing the pipeline of social workers 

and other mental health providers in each school relative to the student body population. 

5. Develop a certification program for medical personnel, clinicians, school personnel and others 

who interact with youth, particularly people of color in an educational or healthcare setting.  

Additionally, ensure they are trained to address the mental health needs of Black youth. 

6. Develop a screening tool for use by providers across healthcare professionals and institutions 

relating to suicidal thoughts, ideation and self-harm, as well as a protocol on how to treat and 

connect Black youth to care. 

7. Identify and implement highly universalized models, such as Mental Health First Aid and Zero 

Suicide. 

In alignment with Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Incorporated’s focus on Physical and Mental Health, a key 

pillar of our Five-Point Programmatic Thrust, we are passionate about addressing support for mental 

health, particularly in the African American community.   Traditionally, mental health care has not been 

readily accepted nor promoted to people of color but this trend must change.  The earlier legislation 

proposed in Congress by Senator Tina Smith (S. 1122)8 and Congresswoman Grace Napolitano (H.R. 1109)9 

further validates the need for mental health services for youth.    Therefore, the Sorority supports 

initiatives; the passage of local, state and federal laws; and programs that seek to protect and save our 

youth through mental health care support. 

Discussion Questions for Legislator or Legislative Staff 

1. How are you engaged in educational systems in your district? What are your thoughts on the 

mental health epidemic with person ages 10-24? 

2. What plans do you have in place to ensure resources are available to youth in your district? 

3. The Pursuing Equity in Mental Health Act alongside the Mental Health Act for Students would 

allow directed funding to be available for educational institutions to provide proactive 

programming and resources to their students. What measures are necessary to pass these mental 

health bills now that they have been introduced? 

4. If you do not support the Act, what other policies would you put in place to see that mental health 

issues impacting our community are being addressed? 

 ________________ 
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