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A NATION IN DENIAL
By Susie Vanderlip, CSP

Creator of Legacy of Hope
Author of 52 Ways to Protect Your Teen

Since 1970, youth suicide rates have tripled, with suicide the third leading cause of death among 15-24-year-olds and the second leading cause of death among college students.  Further, for every successful teen suicide, there are 50-100 attempted suicides.

These grim statistics, from the US Department of Health and Human Services National Strategy for Suicide Prevention, bare out the anecdotal experience I have gained through school assemblies and one-on-one “coaching” sessions with over a half-a-million teenagers and parents across the country.  

Over the past decade, I have met an alarming number of teens who are buried under shame and grief, leading them to anger and rage.  When I talk to these kids, they tell me how they see themselves as “losers”, hopeless and full of self blame, not good enough to be loved by their own parents.

As part of Legacy of Hope, the prevention assembly I created for middle school, high school and college students, I conduct a post-assembly survey.  My survey results further validate my anecdotal findings as well as the government statistics. 
- more –

Here are some of the findings from my survey culled from 4,676 teens in 18 schools across 8 states:

Would you be helped by a support group on your school campus?


YES
29% high school students



41% middle school students

Are you interested in a support group to help you cope with parents or friends who are problem drinkers or drug users?


YES
17% high school students



31% middle school students

Are you interested in a support group to help you cope with either your own use or your concern for someone else’s use of alcohol or drugs?


YES
29% high school students


Here are findings from surveying teens (grades 6 thru 12) about emotional concerns across the country in 2002 thru 2004: 
Are you interested in a support group to help you cope with depression?


YES    up to 40% in 10th grade students (peak year)

         Are you interested in a support group to help you cope with suicidal thoughts?

           YES    up to 20% in middle and high school students 

          Are you interested in a support group to help you cope with self-harm?


YES     10% middle school students


Are you interested in a support group to help  you cope with stress?


YES     up to 49% of middle and high school students
Twenty-five percent of the teens who completed the survey were willing to identify themselves on their forms.  This is significant as teens are typically reluctant to reveal personal problems.  To me, this willingness points to a deep emotional need among these kids, desperately searching for a safe place to talk about their emotions and problems, so often ignored at the very place they originate – home.
Who are these teens?  Most adults are shocked to learn that they represent the six-foot, middle class football player, the Latino gang member, the high achieving academic nerd, the provocatively dressed middle school girl, the wealthy suburban cheerleader who has everything.  These are kids from every part of this country representing all socio-economic, cultural and religious groups.  After each of my assemblies, 15 to 50 teens immediately reach out to talk privately to me about their desperation and hopelessness.  They understand my assembly message of emotional and spiritual healing and they want it.

But with adults, it’s a different story.  They don’t want to hear about this.  When I bring it up to friends with children, the almost universal response is “not
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my kids”.  I’m here to tell you that it is your kids and we need to finally stop denying there’s a problem because the lives of today’s teens depend on it.

To begin to address this “teen” problem, parents need to look at their own problems.  From the voices of your kids, it may be that parents feel victimized or lost in obsessions, ambitions, addictions, and hopelessness of their own.  Given this, while they care about their kids, their own problems prevent them from providing the security, love and self-esteem their children desperately need.
Further, from what I have learned through the perceptions of your children and the results of my survey, alcohol and drug abuse plays a big part in the shattered home lives we provide to most kids today.  Parents need to address these issues in themselves or they are opening the door for their children to join them in shame and self-blame.
Teens are crying out for help and school counselors, while doing an excellent job of providing campus-based support groups and other help centers, can’t do it alone.  Likewise, community resources, including AA, Al-Anon, Alateen, Narcotics Anonymous, Marijuana Anonymous, and other groups, offer adults and teens sound help.  But it is still absolutely necessary for parents to look each other in the eye, be honest, and start down a road that provides their children with the support they need to feel like winners, filled with hope, confidence and the knowledge that they are loveable and are so loved.

And by the way, walking down that road with you teen might just make you feel like a winner - who is loved - too.                
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