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Return to School
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CDC Strives to Help Youth Be Healthy and 
Successful

We envision a future where all youth 

in the U.S. will be equipped with the 

knowledge, skills, and resources for a 

healthy adolescence and adulthood.
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Risk Among Adolescents Is Multidetermined
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Adolescent mental health 
trends are moving in the 
wrong direction

Adolescents are 
experiencing too 
much violence

High-risk substance 
use is declining but 
still too high

Sexual risk is 
declining but there 
is still work to do

10-Year Trends in Key Adolescent Behaviors and 
Experiences

Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data Summary & Trends Report: 2009–2019​
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Sexual Behavior*
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Sexual Behavior*



6

Attempted Suicide by Sexual Behavior*
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What Are These Data Telling 
Us? 
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The Pandemic is Likely Making Mental Health Worse

Associations 

between loneliness 

and depression and 

mental health 

problems after 

social isolation in 

children and youth

Increases in 

depressive 

symptoms and 

anxiety and 

decreases in life 

satisfaction among 

youth

Increases in the 

proportion of 

emergency 

department mental 

health visits for 

children and teens

Recent studies exploring the impact of COVID-19 on child and adolescent mental health 

found:

Increases in 

emergency 

department visits for 

suspected suicide 

attempts among 

adolescents, 

especially girls. 
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School Learning Mode Is Impacting the Mental 
Health of Youth and Families 

Children receiving virtual 

instruction had poorer mental 

and emotional health.

Adolescents receiving virtual 

instruction experienced 

poorer mental health.

Their parents reported greater 
emotional distress than 
parents with children receiving 
in-person instruction.  

School and family connectedness 
buffered against negative mental 
health outcomes. 
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Students Will Be Coming Back to School With 
Differing Experiences

• Access to full-time, in-person 

school varied

• Students’ lives were impacted 

differently by the pandemic

• Individual

• Family

• Community
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Schools play a critical role in supporting 

adolescent health and promoting resilience. 



How Can Schools Support 
Students?



Health Education
with age-appropriate information about 

preventing HIV, STDs, pregnancy, and 

other related risk behaviors

Health Education
with medically accurate, 

developmentally appropriate, and 

culturally inclusive content that builds 

knowledge and skills needed to promote 

healthy behaviors and avoid risks.



Health Services
that connect students with non-

stigmatizing, confidential, 

accessible, and youth-friendly 

health providers.



Safe and Supportive 

Environments
where students feel engaged in their 

school life and connected to important 

adults at school and at home. 
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The CDC Approach to School-Based Primary 
Prevention
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Improvements Among Students in Schools Implementing 
CDC’s School-Based Primary Prevention Approach

Sources: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), 2015 & 2017; 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, School Health Profiles (Profiles), 2014 & 2016
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Safe and Supportive Environments Positively 
Impact Adolescent Behaviors and Experiences

More activity = greater impact

Sources: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), 2015 & 2017; 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, School Health Profiles (Profiles), 2014 & 2016



LGBTQ-Supportive School Policies and Practices 
Protect All Youth

22
Sources: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), 2015 & 2017; 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, School Health Profiles (Profiles), 2014 & 2016



Success in Schools
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Gender Affirming Policies and Practices

Chicago Public Schools released 

guidelines outlining gender-

affirming policies and practices in 

schools and provided a toolkit and 

training for staff to support gender 

diversity in schools. 
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Mental Health Training Academy

The School District of Philadelphia launched a COVID-19 

Adolescent Mental Health Training Academy to equip teachers 

and school staff with the tools to support students and their 

mental health. 
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Mindfulness Education Classes

Portland Public Schools partnered with 

Peace in Schools (PINS) to provide a 

mindfulness elective class in high 

schools and mindfulness training for 

teachers, counselors, social workers, 

and school administrators. 
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Social and Emotional Learning Clubs

Orange County Public Schools designed student-led SEL Clubs

to increase opportunities for social and emotional learning and 

connections to peers and trusted adults. 



Tools and Resources
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Adolescent Health: What Works in Schools

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/whatworks/index.htm

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/whatworks/index.htm
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LGBTQ Inclusivity Assessment

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/disparities/mai/pdf/LGBTQ_Inclusivity-508.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/disparities/mai/pdf/LGBTQ_Inclusivity-508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/disparities/mai/pdf/LGBTQ_Inclusivity-508.pdf
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Health Education Curriculum Analysis Tool

• Made up of modules that assess 

curriculum based on specific health 

topics including:
• Alcohol and other drugs

• Mental and emotional health

• Sexual health

• Violence prevention

• Safety

2021 update coming soon to: https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/hecat/index.htm

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/hecat/index.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/hecat/index.htm
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Supporting Mental Health in Schools

• Core features of comprehensive school 

mental health systems include: 
• Staffing

• Family-school-community collaboration and teaming

• Needs assessment and resource mapping

• Mental health screening

• Multi-tiered systems of support

• Evidence-based and emerging practices

• Data

• Funding

https://services.aap.org/en/patient-care/school-health/

https://downloads.aap.org/dochw/dshp/Supporting_Mental_Health_in_Schools_Final_Report-June_2021.pdf
https://services.aap.org/en/patient-care/school-health/


Connectedness is Key 
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Feeling Connected to Family and School Has Long-Lasting 
Positive Effects on Adolescents Well Into Adulthood
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Connectedness Supports All Students

• Tertiary Prevention: Supports 
students with diagnosed mental 
health condition

• Secondary Prevention: 
Supports students who are at 
increased risk

• Primary Prevention: Supports 
all students
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Activities that Increase School Connectedness

Classroom 

Management

Service-Learning 

Programs
Mentoring Programs

LGBTQ Supportive 

Policies and Practices

Providing professional 

development on 

classroom 

management 

techniques, and 

policies and practices 

that support youth

Implementing school-

based service-learning 

programs

Implementing school-

based mentoring 

programs

Implementing policies 

and practices that 

support LGBTQ youth 

(i.e., Gay-Straight 

Alliances, professional 

development, 

identifying safe 

spaces)
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Summary

• The pandemic is impacting the mental health of youth and families

• Protective factors, like feeling connected to family or school, can 

buffer against negative experiences

• Schools have and will continue to play a critical role in promoting 

students’ wellbeing and building resilience as students return to 

school this fall 
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COVID-19 and Schools

• CDC’s COVID-19 Webpage on Schools and 
Childcare

• Guidance for COVID-19 Prevention in K-12 Schools

• How Schools Can Support COVID-19 Vaccination

• Considerations for Planning School-Located 
Vaccination Clinics

• Department of Education COVID-19 Handbooks: 
Volume 1 and Volume 2

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/k-12-guidance.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/covid-19/planning/school-located-clinics/how-schools-can-support.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/covid-19/planning/school-located-clinics.html
https://www2.ed.gov/documents/coronavirus/reopening.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/documents/coronavirus/reopening-2.pdf


Thank You! 
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For More Information

• Web: www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth

• Twitter: @CDC_DASH

• E-mail: nccddashinfo@cdc.gov

• Telephone: 1-800-CDC-INFO (1-800-232-4636)

The findings and conclusions in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the 

official position of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

http://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth
mailto:nccddashinfo@cdc.gov
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