
OPINION

BySaraFeigenholtz

Thedata isundeniable:Too
manyofourkids today facean
unprecedentedmentalhealth
crisiswith suicide inchingup
to the second leadingcauseof
death foryoungpeopleages 10 to
24, according to theCenters for
DiseaseControl andPrevention.A
recentTribuneeditorial acknowl-
edged theprogressmade in
removing the stigmasassociated
withmentalhealthbut called into
questiona statebill I sponsored
thatGov. JBPritzker signed into
law lastmonth. It requirespublic
schools toofferuniversalmental
health screenings to students in
grades three through12.
Whatmotivatedmetofight like

hell for this lawwere theyearsof
desperate calls I received from
parents, often in tears, notknow-
inghowtosupport theirkids in

crisis, aswell as youngpeople
reachingout in fearbecause they
hadnowhere to turn. It’shard
formanyparents tonavigate the
challenges that comewithachild
who is strugglingmentally as it
canaffect their school, sportsor
social activities. Sadness, hope-
lessness anddepression toooften
get chalkedup toadolescent
angstorgrowingpains.Butmy
colleagues ralliedalongsideme
andmyHouseco-sponsor,Rep.
LindseyLaPointe, becausewe
recognize thecrisis ouryoung
peopleare facing.That’swhy the
bill passedwitha2-1margin in the
IllinoisHouseandunanimously
in theSenate.
Where theeditorial falls short is

in recognizing that this law isbut
onestep inadecadeslong journey
toget aheadofourkids’mental
healthchallenges. It’s one that
I’vebeen takingalongside someof

themostqualifiedpartners imag-
inable.This includes folks such
asRep.LaPointe,whohasbeena
champion foryouthmentalhealth
herentire career; national lead-
ers suchas Inseparable, amental
healthadvocacyorganization
thatfights toputmentalhealth
at the forefrontofpublicpolicy
in states across thenation; and
localmentalhealthchampions
suchasDanaWeiner,who leads
the state’sChildren’sBehavioral
HealthTransformationInitia-
tive,whichcreated theBEACON
portal connectingparents and
familieswithcomprehensive
behavioralhealth services and
resources.
This law is acritical step in

connecting intervention to
prevention.Thestatenowhas
twoyears tobring thisopportu-
nity to life.Over thecomingyear,
itwill bedeveloping the tools and

processesnecessary todeliver
a thoughtful, comprehensive
screeningprogram.The follow-
ingyearwill be spent integrating
theprograminto schooldistricts
across the state andcommuni-
catingwithparents and families
aheadofwhenscreeningsare
fully implemented in the2027-
28school year.Whileparents are
free tooptoutof theprocess, it
ismy ferventhope that theywill
recognize thepotentially lifesav-
ingbenefits to these screenings.
While theeditorial cites statis-

tics around falsepositives in
screenings, thebenefitsof identi-
fyingmentalhealth issueson the
front end faroutweighanyreason
todelay.Divorce, familydysfunc-
tion, substanceabuse, changes in
friendships, romanticbreakups,
social isolationandbullyingare
examplesofwhat couldbe seen
as “falsepositives” that arealso

among the leadingcausesof child
and teenage suicide.
Mentalhealth ismissioncrit-

icalwhen it comes to theoverall
well-beingofouryoungpeople.
Theydeserve toget a jump-start
on that early in life just like they
wouldwithgettingavaccination
oracheckupat thepediatrician.
Illinoiswill be thefirst state in the
nation to implementuniversal
mentalhealth screenings forkids
and teenagers, and it’s the right
thing todo.Thiswill helpus set
upourkids for success in life so
theycanreach their full poten-
tial—empowering themand their
families to identify theirmental
healthneedsat a time in their
liveswhen they’regoing toneed
support themost.
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Screening kids for mental health struggles
connects intervention to prevention

Legislators, lobbyists and others stand outside the room during a meeting of the Illinois Senate Executive Committee on May 28 in Springfield. JOHN J. KIM/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

ByDanielleHarriott

ReneeBarry grewupgoing
fromone fosterhome to another,
somany sheeventually lost count.
Onceout onherown, she lived
withhernewborn son in a shelter
for singlemothers for twoyears.
Three years ago, Shaylee

Forester, 17, lived in ahomeless
shelter for youngwomen. She
soonbecameavictimofdomestic
violence sobrutal shewoundup
in ahospital for treatment for the
injuries she suffered.
Twoyears ago,NickieHill lost

her beloved teenage stepsondue
mainly to amedical diagnosis.
Her career as anursewas going
nowhere as shepulleddouble
shits as often as threedays aweek
fornominal pay.
All threeof these Illinois resi-

dents decided to enroll for job
training at a vocational school
— in this case,RockfordCareer
College inRockford.
Almost one-thirdof all jobs in

Illinois by2031will require ahigh
school diplomabut less thana
bachelor’s degree, according to
theAssociation forCareer and
TechnicalEducation.Tomeet
this demand, Illinois in the2022-
23 school yearhad 125,022post-
secondary studentsparticipating
in career and technical education.
A recent survey fromUSA

Todayand the researchfirm
Statistanamed 13post-secondary
trade schools in Illinois (includ-
ingours), out of anestimated96,
among the top250vocational
schools in theUnitedStates.The
first-of-its-kind survey evaluated
1,800 schools nationwide, but
only 1 in 7 institutions, or 14%,
earned thedistinction.
As it happens, vocational

schools arehaving amoment.
Early this year, PresidentDonald
Trumpcalled for a “renaissance
inmanufacturing” and, in the
bargain, advocatedmore fund-
ing for technical colleges.A few
months later, JimFarley,CEOof
Ford, calledonU.S. companies
to invest in skilled trades and
launcheda campaign topartner
withvocational colleges.
Acceptanceof vocational

schools as valuable is growing.
A survey fromtheAmerican
StaffingAssociation found that
one-thirdof 2,000high school
graduates (33%) advocated for

enrolling in trade schools,more
than the28%who felt the same
about four-year colleges. In
community colleges that focus
onvocational training, registra-
tion rose 16% last year, reach-
ing its highest level since2018,
theNational StudentClear-
inghouse found. Indeed, trade
school enrollment overall rose 5%
between2020and2023, about
double the rate for four-year
universities, according tomarket-
ingfirmresearch.
Why so?Vocational colleges

are significantlymore affordable,
typically about one-fourth the

cost, and require less time toward
adegree, generally twoyears—
andevenas little as 10months
for adiploma—rather than four,
bringing a faster returnon invest-
ment.
Students at vocational colleges

might otherwisenever get the
opportunity to go to college.
They’re generally from low-in-
comeandblue-collar back-
grounds.They’re raisedby single
parents.They’refirst-generation
college students.They’ve strug-
gled throughdrugabuse, trauma
andotherhardships.
Inmanyvocational schools,

faculty and staff routinely go
above andbeyond, taking an
interest in students outside as
well as inside the classroom.They
call students at home if they’re
absent.They address andadvise
ondifficult personal and family
issues.
Above all, the schoolshelp

the studentsfind jobs,whether
asnurses,welders, plumb-
ers,machinists, electricians or
personal care aides.Theygradu-
ate ready tokick-start a career.
I knowhowthis story goes. I

was 16, a junior inhigh school,
when Ihadmyfirst child. But I
attendedavocational school—
yes,Rockford—and today I’m
aneducator andcollege admin-
istrator, guiding students to turn
a corner the sameasmymentors
onceguidedme.
Forme, past, present and future

have collided. I once satwhere
our studentsnowsit. I think to
myself, 20years ago Iwas you.
Maybe20years fromnowyou
couldbeme.
As forwhathappened to

the threewomenI singledout
above, they all graduated.Today,
Barryholdsdowna solid job as
awelder, Forester is a registered
medical assistant andHill is a
licensedpractical nurse at apost-
acute care facility.They’reproof
thathigher education—and, just
as important, hands-on job train-
ing—cananddomakeall the
difference.
That’s justwhat vocational

schools do.Employers every-
where shouldmake sure theyget
to keepdoing it.

DanielleHarriott is vice president
of community outreach andalumni
affairs atRockfordCareerCollege.

How our vocational schools boost the Illinois economy
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