@Congress of the Anited States
MWashinogton, B 20515
June 11, 2019

The Honorable Betsy DeVos
Secretary of Education

U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20202

The Honorable Alex M. Azar IT

Secretary of Health and Human Services

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
200 Independence Avenue, SW .

Washington, DC 20201

Dear Secretary DeVos and Secretary Azar,

As Mental Health Awareness Month comes to a close, we write to draw attention to the current mental
health crisis facing Latina girls in our districts and to request information on what your departments are
doing to address this crisis.

According to the Centers for Disease Control, about half of all Latina high school girls in Philadelphia
reported that they were persistently sad or hopeless in 2017. That same year, more than one in five Latina
high school girls considered suicide, and one in seven attempted to take their own lives. For lesbian,
bisexual and queer Latina girls in Philadelphia, the picture is even more dire—more than two in three felt
persistently sad or hopeless, nearly half considered suicide, and nearly two in five attempted it.! The
situation in the Philadelphia region is reflective of a larger, national crisis with about half of all Latina
high school girls nationwide reporting persistent sadness or hopelessness and more than one in five Latina
high school girls reporting that they considered suicide. Positive first steps are being made in
Philadelphia to tackle unmet mental health challenges among students.” Nonetheless, Philadelphia, along
with every school district in the region and throughout the country, needs support from the Department of
Education and Department of Health and Human Services to foster healthy and supportive environments
for young people to learn.

According to We Are Not Invisible | No Somos Invisibles: Latina Girls, Mental Health, and Philadelphia
Schools—a report co-authored by 13 Latina/x students and the National Women’s Law Center—students
need supportive adults in schools who can understand their lived experiences. However, many Latina
students do not use mental health services even when they are available due to the lack of professionals
who understand struggles specific to Latina and Latinx students. For example, in Philadelphia, only three
percent of teachers were Latina women during the 2016-17 school year," although Latina girls made up
9.4 percent of students the year prior."! Available data shows that Philadelphia’s rates for the
underrepresentation of Latinx teachers are consistent with nationwide trends." The underrepresentation
of people of color in teaching and mental health professions demonstrates the need to encourage Latinx
and other people of color to enter these professions. It also highlights a need to increase both the number
and cultural competency of social workers, psychologists, and mental health professionals in schools.
Nationwide, these positions are being eliminated due to the financial constraints of local education
agencies.™ Proposed cuts and changes to the Medicaid program would further limit the ability of schools
to support students with mental health issues, since Medicaid plays such a critical role in school-based
mental health services and support, including connecting students with mental health professionals.
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Among other social and cultural experiences,* current immigration policies and rhetoric appear to
negatively impact mental health outcomes for Latinx adults and children.* For example, a 2017 National
Women's Law Center study found that more than half of all Latina girls are worried about a friend or
family member being deported, and nearly one in four has been harassed because of her family’s name or
country of origin. This Administration’s policies have created a climate of fear and distress for both
immigrant and U.S. citizen Latinx students. Instead of working to quell these anxieties among Latinx
students, members of the Administration have implicitly denied, and then affirmed only reluctantly, that
schools themselves are required by law to be safe havens where students can learn, free from the threat of
immigration enforcement i

In addition, vulnerability associated with harassment and bullying has been connected to the high rates of
sadness, hopelessness, and suicidal ideation for Latina students. X" Despite the link between strong
enforcement of anti-harassment policies and better student mental health wellbeing, this Administration
has proposed policies that undermine protections for victims of harassment and encourage schools to
ignore harassment that pushes students out of school.” The Administration has also declined to enforce
anti-discrimination protections for transgender and gender-nonconforming students under Title IX.™

Latina students must be fully informed about their right to seek accommodations for mental health
disabilities under federal special education laws, such as the Individuals with Disabilities in Education
Act and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. Nationwide, Latina girls are under-identified as needing
disability services, and even when they are identified, they are punished for their disabilities." In the
Philadelphia School District, more than one in seven Latinas with identified disabilities under the IDEA
was suspended in the 2015-16 school year.*ii Too often, rather than recognizing and providing
accommodations for students with disabilities, schools isolate and over-discipline them, particularly
students of color. Implementation of the 2016 Equity in IDEA regulations would help address both the
under-identification of Latina students for special education services as well as the overuse of
exclusionary discipline for Latina students with disabilities. In light of the United States District Court for
the District of Columbia’s March 2019 ruling that the Department of Education’s attempt to delay
implementation of that rule was arbitrary and capricious, we urge you to ensure that states address
significant race-, ethnic- and gender-based disproportionality in the identification, placement and
discipline of students with disabilities.

Considering the responsibility of the U.S. Department of Education to protect educational access for all
students and the role that the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services can play in promoting
mental health wellness for our nation’s children, teenagers and young adults, we respectfully ask that you
provide answers to the following questions:

1. When and how does the Department of Education intend to implement the 2016 Equity in IDEA
regulations?

2. What steps are you taking to increase the number of social workers, psychologists, and mental
health professionals in schools, and what are you doing to encourage Latinx and other people of
color to enter both these and the teaching professions?

3. What resources or guidance have you given to schools to provide training to educators, social
workers, psychologists and other mental health professionals on cultural competency and trauma-
informed and mental health-informed practices?

4. How are you ensuring that schools inform Latina/x students of their right to seek
accommodations under special education laws?

5. What guidance have you given schools to address cultures of harassment and fear, including
harassment based on race, national origin, disability, and sex (which includes gender identity and
sexual orientation), that create hostile learning environments for students?



6. Have you studied the impacts of this Administration’s immigration policy decisions on the mental
health outcomes of Latina girls? How will you work to address such negative impacts?

7. What steps are you taking to ensure that states have the resources they need to improve schools’
use of Medicaid to address mental health needs and risks of students, and in particular to ensure |
that small, rural, or high poverty school districts are not left out of the Medicaid system? i

Thank you for your attention to this critical issue affecting Latina girls in the Philadelphia region and
across the nation. Supporting the health of Latina girls will help all students by creating a school climate ‘
that supports positive mental health. We look forward to your timely response to these critical questions. |
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plan-to-put-social-workers-in-city-schools/.
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