Date: December 03, 2025
To: School Board Member Martha Rice (Yakima School District Board)
From: Mariana Garcia, Nursing Student
Subject: Implementing Mental Health Screenings in Yakima’s Elementary Schools   


Executive Summary 
Mental health challenges such as anxiety and ADHD are increasingly common among elementary-aged children but often go undetected until they begin affecting behavior and learning. Early identification through standardized mental health screenings can improve the emotional well-being, academic success, and long-term outcomes. This proposal recommends that the Yakima school district require mental health screenings for all elementary students, like the vision and hearing screenings already in place. This policy builds upon the districts existing multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) and project AWARE initiatives by expanding from behavioral observation to comprehensive mental health assessment. Early identification allows for timely support and ensures every child can thrive emotionally and academically. 
Background
The mental health of school-aged children has become a growing national concern. According to the centers for disease control and prevention (2025), nearly 1 in 5 children (21%) between ages 3 and 17 have been diagnosed with a mental, emotional, or behavioral disorder. Yet, fewer than half of these children receive treatment early. Without early detection, issues such as anxiety or ADHD can progress, leading to academic struggles, attendance problems, or behavioral concerns. This figure shows that anxiety, depression, and behavior disorders often begin in early childhood and increase with age. Early mental health screenings in elementary schools could help identify and address these concerns before they become more severe. 

Figure 1: Prevalence of selected mental and behavioral health conditions among U.S children by age group, 2022-2023 (CDC, 2025). 
	According to the American Academy of Pediatrics (Bloomfield, 2025), between 13-20% of children in the U.S experience a mental health disorder each year. Standardized screening tools have been shown to be more effective than observation alone in identifying developmental, behavioral, and psychosocial concerns in children. Universal screening helps prevent missed opportunities for early identification and intervention, allowing children to receive support before symptoms escalate. 
Currently, the Yakima school district implements the multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) and participates in project AWARE, which emphasizes trauma-informed care and behavioral interventions. However, these programs rely heavily on informal teacher and counselor observations rather than standardized mental health assessments. As a result, students with internalized symptoms like anxiety or depression often go unnoticed. 
In Yakima, cultural barriers further complicate access to care. Mental health is often surrounded by stigma in many Mexican and Hispanic homes. Growing up, many children are taught that feeling anxious or sad is “just in their head”, and that seeking help is unnecessary or even shameful. As a result, children often learn to cope silently instead of receiving early emotional support. Implementing school-based screenings help bridge this gap by normalizing conversations around mental health and ensuring that every student, regardless of backgrounds or family beliefs, has access to support in a safe and familiar environment. 
The substance abuse and mental health services administration (SAMHSA, 2019) emphasizes that schools are an ideal setting for early behavioral screening. Their Ready, Set, Go, review highlights that schools routinely screen for physical concerns like vision or hearing, yet emotional and behavioral issues often go undetected until they become serious. It notes that incorporating universal mental health screening into existing MTSS frameworks allows educators to identify students who may need support early and connect them to appropriate resources. It emphasizes that mental health screening should not be viewed as diagnosing students, but rather to understand their needs, build resilience, and strengthen collaboration among families, schools, and communities. 
Similarly, the national center for school mental health (2023) highlights that universal screening is a key component of comprehensive school mental health systems. Their school mental health quality guide screening recommends that schools adopt culturally responsive, strengths-based screening processes to identify both risk factors and protective factors early. The guide also stresses that systematic screening helps ensure equity by identifying students who might otherwise be overlooked due to cultural stigma or limited access to outside services. School-based screening has already proven effective in other districts. A study found that universal screening led to earlier identification and more efficient referral systems, particularly in underserved schools (Connors et al., 2022). Screening is not about labeling children, it’s about supporting them before problems worsen.
Recommendations
The Yakima school district should implement annual, standardized mental health screenings for all elementary students. 
1. Using tools such as the pediatric symptom checklist (PSC), strengths and difficulties questionnaire (SDQ), or spence children’s anxiety scale (SCAS) to assess emotional and behavioral concerns. 
2. Provide staff training in trauma-informed and culturally sensitive screening practices to ensure accurate, compassionate assessments. 
3. Establish a clear referral system linking students and families to community mental health providers like Comprehensive Healthcare and Yakima Valley Farm workers Clinic.
4. Protect student privacy by following FERPA and HIPPA regulations and obtaining parental consent prior to screenings. 
5. Secure funding through project AWARE grants, state mental health funds, and partnerships with local universities for internship and research support. 
Implementation
Phase 1: Planning (Year 1)
The first year will focus on preparation and capacity building. Two elementary schools will be selected to serve as pilot sites for the program. During this phase, the district will secure funding through grants and community partnerships, select a screening tool appropriate for the student population, and develop staff training modules. Professional development workshops led by school nurses and mental health professionals will ensure teachers and counselors are equipped to conduct screenings using trauma-informed and culturally sensitive approaches. 
Phase 2: Pilot Testing (Year 2)
In the second year, the pilot schools will begin implementing the screenings. These will occur during the same period as vision and hearing checks to normalize the process and reduce stigma. Data on identified concerns, referrals, and student and family feedback will be collected and analyzed. Quarterly evaluation meetings will be held to assess progress and make improvements using the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) framework (Connors et al., 2022). 
Phase 3: District-Wide Expansion (Year 3)
Based on results from the pilot phase, the screening program will expand to all elementary schools in the Yakima school district. Results will be integrated into the MTSS data system to better coordinated academic and emotional support services. Annual evaluations will measure program outcomes, including increased early identification rates, improved attendance and reductions in behavioral incidents and disciplinary referrals.
Conclusion
By implementing annual mental health screenings in elementary schools, the Yakima School district can detect emotional and behavioral challenges early, promote students’ well-being, and strengthen its existing MTSS framework. Early identification reduces long-term academic and social impacts, supporting health equity across diverse communities. With leadership from the Yakima school district board, this initiative could position Yakima as a state leader in early mental health prevention, ensuring that every child receives the care and support needed to succeed both in and out of the classroom. 
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