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Yakima School District

Good evening members of the Yakima School District Board. My name is Mariana Garcia, and I am a nursing student at Heritage University. I have lived in the Yakima valley my whole life. I graduated from Sunnyside high school in 2020. I am here today to speak about the importance of prioritizing mental health for our high school students. When I was in high school, mental health was rarely talked about. We had just one counselor for nearly 400 students, and most of us didn’t know how to ask for help. Many of my classmates struggled with anxiety, depression, and pressure at home but there weren’t enough resources or awareness to support them. Now, during my clinical rotations at MultiCare Yakima Memorial Hospital Emergency Department, I have seen the consequences. Almost every rotation I did in the ER Involved patients under the age of 18 who came in for suicidal thoughts or self-harm. These are preventable crises, and they show us that the support students need should start long before they reach the ER. Right now, the approaches school use to address mental health are often limited. Most students don’t get enough support until they are already in crisis. According to the CDC, one approach that has shown results is targeted education focused on social and emotional development. These programs give small group or one on one lessons that teach students how to manage emotions, build healthy relationships, and handle stress. These programs have shown to reduce anxiety, depression, and feelings of withdrawal, especially in students who are already at risk for emotional or behavioral problems. When schools combine these small group lessons with regular classroom learning about social and emotional skills, students show better mental health outcomes and improved coping skills. That is why I am here today, to advocate for a stronger, proactive approach to mental health in our schools. As a future nurse and lifelong member of this community, I ask you to consider expanding mental health support in our schools and implement evidence-based programs to ensure that all students have the resources they need to thrive. Thank you for your time.
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