October 7, 2011

The Honorable Grace F. Napolitano





U.S. House of Representatives 




Washington, DC 20515






Dear Representative Napolitano,

I am writing on behalf of First Focus, a bipartisan advocacy organization committed to making children and their families a priority in federal policy and budget decisions, to thank you for your leadership in introducing the Mental Health in Schools Act of 2011 (H.R. 751).

Because First Focus is committed to improving the health and well-being of our children, we applaud efforts to identify children with mental illness and assist them in accessing mental health professionals who can give them the resources and teach them the skills they need to succeed. 
According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), one in five children and adolescents suffer from mental illness. Many of these children will first experience their symptoms before the age of fourteen, yet most do not have access to a mental health professional. Without professional help, these children have a high risk of suicide or may self-medicate and turn to drugs and alcohol. 
This legislation would create school mental health programs that are culturally, linguistically, and age appropriate by allowing school districts to compete to receive grants to hire mental health professionals by partnering with local mental health community programs or agencies. These professionals would assist in identifying children with mental health disorders in the district and provide information and support to parents. School faculty, family members of children with mental illnesses, and any other concerned members of the community would be trained on how to best support and assist the child. This legislation would be a long-term solution to children’s lack of access to mental health professionals, because in order to receive a grant, the program would also have to illustrate the actions it would take to sustain itself after the funding has run out. 
We are grateful for your leadership in introducing the Mental Health in Schools Act. We welcome the opportunity to work with you on this and other proposals to protect the health of our children.

Sincerely,
Bruce Lesley  
