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YOUTH BEHAVIORAL HEALTH 
This fact sheet includes an overview of youth 
behavioral and mental health in Washington State 
(WA). OSPI provides a number of programs and 
resources that can help Washington’s youth achieve a 
healthy lifestyle. Through legislation, guidance, grant 
funding, programs, and webinars the goal remains 
that all students can be successful in school when their 
individual mental, emotional, social, and behavioral health needs are met. The purpose of this fact 
sheet is to outline the needs of Washington students and how schools are responding and 
supporting student well-being.  

Results presented in this fact sheet are from two main survey sources: the Healthy Youth Survey 
(HYS) and the School Health Profiles Survey (Profiles). HYS is a multi-state agency survey of WA 
students in grades 6, 8, 10, and 12 asking about wellbeing, behaviors, attitudes, community and 
school experiences every two years. Profiles is a survey developed by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) for principals and lead health educators to assess WA school health 
policies and practices every two years.  

Mental Health 
Suicide is the second leading cause of death for Washington youth (DOH, 2013).  

On the latest Healthy Youth Survey, WA students reported experiencing mental health issues. 
Among 10th graders (See Figure 1): 

• About one-third reported that they felt so sad or hopeless for two or more weeks in a row 
that they stopped doing some usual activities in the past year  

• About two-thirds reported feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge and about half reported not 
being able to stop or control worrying in the past two weeks.   

• About 15% reported seriously considering suicide, 12% made a suicided plan, and 7% made 
a suicide attempt in the past year  

To read more about the School 
Health Profiles Survey, please see:  
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/dat 
a/profiles/index.htm 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/dat
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Mental Health Indicators Among WA Youth 

Figure 1: 2023 Healthy Youth Survey 

Substance Use Indicators  
Schools can help prevent youth substance misuse by creating safe environments for students and 
by educating students and families. Most students in WA do not use substances. Substance use is 
associated with lower academic achievement.  

Substance Use Indicators among WA Youth  

Figure 2: 2023 Healthy Youth Survey 
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Disparities  
Health disparities are preventable differences between populations in the burden of disease, injury, 
violence, or opportunities to achieve optimal health (CDC, 2023). There are disparities in some 
student populations that are more heavily affected by mental health issues than others. Figure 3 
highlights some groups of students who had higher rates of depressive feelings. For example, 10th 

graders with disabilities were almost five times as likely (4.9 times) to report experiencing 
depressive feelings in the past year compared to those without disabilities. 10th grade females and 
students who were gender diverse*, sexually diverse*, who were form migrant families, or who were 
bullied also reported higher rates of depressive feelings. 

Substance Use Indicators among WA Youth  

Figure 3: 2023 Healthy Youth Survey 
*Gender diverse includes students who identified as transgender, questioning, not sure, something else fits better, or 
multiple genders. Sexually diverse includes students who identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual, questioning, not sure, 
something else fits better, or multiple orientations.   

Academic Achievement & Behavioral Health  
Good health is associated with academic success. Higher levels of protective health behaviors and 
lower levels of health risk behaviors are associated with higher academic grades among high 
school students (CDC, 2015).   

• Students who have depressive feelings report lower grades in school (C’s, D’s, or F’s) 
compared to students who are not having depressive feelings.  

• Students who considered suicide or attempted suicide in the past year report lower grades 
in schools (C’s, D’s, or F’s) compared to students who did not consider or attempt suicide.  
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Lower Grades in School (Mostly C’s, D’s, or F’s) and Mental Health, 10th graders 

Figure 4: 2023 Healthy Youth Survey 
Substance use can impact brain development and is associated with poorer academic achievement 
(Squeglia, 2016).  

• Students who are using substances like e-cigarettes/vaping products, drinking alcohol, 
using marijuana, or using other illegal drugs also report lower grades in school (C’s, D’s or 
F’s) compared to students who are not using them.  

Lower Grades in School (Mostly C’s, D’s, or F’s) and Substance Use, 10th graders  

Figure 5: 2023 Healthy Youth Survey 
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Schools across WA are reporting high levels of addressing student mental behavioral health:  

• All WA K-12 school districts are required to adopt a plan to screen, recognize, and respond 
to indicators of social, emotional, behavioral, and mental health (SEBMH) such as, but not 
limited to, sexual abuse, substance use, violence, or youth suicide. (RCW 28A.320.127) 

• Schools are implementing multiple methods to impact student mental wellbeing. However, 
there is more to be done to ensure all students are healthy and thriving (CDC, 2023).   
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Policy Development  
School policies and practices that support development of skills to improve emotional well-being 
can help meet students’ psychosocial needs (CDC, 2023).   

According to the 2022 Washington School Health Profiles, 87% of schools currently have someone 
who oversees or coordinates school health and safety programs. However, only 44% of schools 
report they have one or more groups, like a wellness committee, that offers guidance on the 
development of policies or coordinates activities on health topics.  

Additionally, only 37% of schools report that families helped develop of implement policies and 
programs related to school health. It is best practice to include community, family and student 
voice when developing policy, procedure, and programs to address student mental and behavioral 
health. This ensures actions are culturally relevant, appropriate, and supported.  

Protocols for Suicide Prevention Practices   
Most schools have written protocols for suicide prevention practices. (Source: 2022 School Health 
Profiles – reported by Principals) 

• 94% Assessing student suicide risk 
• 95% Notifying parents when a student is at risk for suicide 
• 95% Referring students at risk for suicide to mental health services  
• 87% Responding to a suicide attempt at school 
• 87% Supporting students returning to school after a suicide attempt  
• 85% Responding to the death of a student or staff member from suicide 

Behavioral Health Instruction  
97% of schools reported that they tried to increase student knowledge in a required course on 
mental and emotional health.  

Specifically, (Source: 2022 School Health Profiles – reported by Lead Health Teachers)  

• 91% Identifying and labeling emotions  
• 93% How to express feelings in a healthy way 
• 91% The Importance of engaging in activities that are mentally and emotionally healthy  
• 89% How to manage interpersonal conflict in healthy ways 
• 93% How to prevent and manage emotional stress and anxiety in healthy ways  
• 89% How to use self-control and impulse control strategies to promote (e.g., goal setting 

and tracking, breathing techniques) 
• 91% How to get help for troublesome thoughts, feelings, or actions for oneself and others 
• 86% Value of individual differences (e.g., culture, ethnicity, ability) 
• 90% How to establish and maintain healthy relationships  
• 93% Importance of habits (e.g., exercise, healthy eating, meditation, mindfulness) that 

promote mental well-being   
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More than half of WA students in 8th, 10th, and 12th grade reported hearing or seeing information 
from their school about the warning signs of suicide and how to get help for yourself or a friend. 

About 3/4th of 8th and 10th graders and about 2/3rd of 12th graders reported getting information in a 
class about not using alcohol or drugs during the past school year.   

Behavioral Health Classroom Instruction 

Figure 6: 2023 Healthy Youth Survey 

Professional Development for Teachers  
Educators need continual professional development (PD) to provide up-to-date, relevant 
instructions.   

• About half of teachers received PD on mental and emotional health and suicide prevention 
• Over two-thirds want more PD on mental and emotional health and suicide prevention  
• About two-thirds want more PD on alcohol or drug-use prevention and over half want 

more PD on tobacco use prevention or cessation 

Professional Development (PD) for Behavioral Health Received and Desired  

Figure 7: 2022 School Health Profiles – reported by health teachers 
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School Programs and Services   
Schools can provide a number of programs and services to assist students with behavioral health 
issues, including:    

• 95% had universal mental health promotion programs (e.g., Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports, Social Emotional Learning programs or supports) 

• 79% had confidential mental health screening to identify students in need of services (e.g., 
students at risk of mental health disorders, students experiencing trauma)  

• 88% had school-wide trauma-informed practices (i.e., efforts to ensure that all students, 
including those affected by trauma, are experiencing social, emotional, and educational 
success)  

• 37% had cognitive behavioral therapy groups (e.g., for students with depression, anxiety, or 
other mental health disorders)  

• 79% had pro-social skills training (e.g., school counseling groups)  
• 68% had small groups for specific issues (e.g., depression, parental divorce)  
• 725 linked parents and families to health services and programs in the community  

Professional Development (PD) for Behavioral Health Received and Desired  

Figure 8: 2022 School Health Profiles – reported by Principals  
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• 61% said that their school provides a staff member that they can discuss problems with 
alcohol, tobacco, or other drugs with  

• About a third said that they had contact with a school support personnel (such as a school 
counselor, nurse, social worker, intervention specialist, mental health counselor, therapist) 

• 12% said that they would most likely turn to a teacher, school counselor, or other adult in 
their school if they were feeling sad or hopeless almost every day for two weeks or more in 
a row   

  School Supports for Behavioral Health   

Figure 9: 2023 Healthy Youth Survey 
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