
 
 
 

April 6, 2018 
 
Dear Arlington County Board and Arlington School Board: 
 
The Arlington Partnership for Children, Youth and Families (APCYF) is pleased to share our FY19 budget 
recommendations. These recommendations are informed by our Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) data 
as well as engagement with hundreds of youth, teachers, parents, school counselors and County staff 
over the past year. 
 
Our overarching priority is the mental, social and emotional well-being of our youth. To that end, we 
have recommendations related to: 1) restoring Arlington Public Schools staffing plans and adding an APS 
Substance Abuse Counselor (a budget restoration and addition), and 2) urging APS and the County to 
strengthen their collaboration in concrete ways, which, while not directly related to the budget, are 
critical to the effective use of resources. 
 
RESTORE PLANNED SCHOOL SOCIAL WORKERS AND PSYCHOLOGISTS 
 
We strongly encourage APS to proceed with the planned addition of 11 school social workers and 
psychologists.  
 
YRBS data collected in 2017 indicates depressive symptoms are on the rise across grade levels (see 
graph below):  
 

 
 
  

19%

24%
26%

31%
29%

37%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

2013 2017

Youth Who Report Depressive Symptoms, 2013 to 2017

10th grade

8th grade

12th grade



 
 
 

Additionally, in 2017, 73% of seniors reported feeling stressed by school, as do well over half of 8th and 
10th graders. Many of these indicators of emotional distress were notably more troubling for female 

students. For example, in 2017 19% of 8th grade girls, 22% of 10th grade girls and 20% of 12th grade 
girls purposefully hurt themselves (such as by cutting or burning) at least once in the past 12 months. 
These are all indicators that correlate with other risk behaviors and ultimately impact student success 
and wellbeing.   
 
The current ratio of school social workers and psychologists to students is 1:1124. Best practice and the 
national recommendation is 1:650. If these professionals are not hired according to the three-year plan, 
the ratio will be closer to 1:1161. With these additional 11 positions, the ratio will be 1:796. As school 
enrollment increases—and as we are learning more about the mental health needs of our students—
APS should be adding these resources more aggressively, not less so. Hiring these additional 
psychologists and social workers now sends a strong message of commitment to prevention and early 
intervention to reduce development of more serious issues later. 

 
We do not consider this only a “schools” issue. As we look across the mental health landscape in 
Arlington, we are concerned with the community’s ability to identify and serve youth in need of mental 
health supports, including those in low and lower-income families as well as families who are not 
engaged with other County services. We wonder: if APS doesn’t move forward with these positions, how 
will children and youth in Arlington be identified as in need of mental health supports; where will they 
receive them; and will those opportunities be distributed equitably?  
 
Nationally, less than half the 20% of school-age children in the United States who experience mental 
health issues receive treatment, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Among 
those who do, schools are the primary site of services. This is particularly true for low-income youth.  
 
Therefore, while this recommendation relates to an APS budget item, we want to make clear that the 
mental health and well-being of Arlington’s children, youth and families is a community concern, and 
these positions—and school-based mental health services as a whole—are a critical aspect of the 
county’s efforts to address that concern.  
 
ADD A NEW SUBSTANCE ABUSE COUNSELOR 
 
The addition of a Substance Abuse Counselor this year has enabled APS to increase targeted support and 
prevention at the Career Center, Arlington Community High School and in middle schools. It also has 
provided an opportunity to offer professional level support, upon request, to elementary school 
principals/counselors by clustering the elementary feeder schools and assigning a middle school 
substance abuse counselor to each cluster. Second Chance data shows that students are starting to 
experiment as young as age 12 and the YRBS data showed an increase in over-the-counter drug abuse 
by 6th graders up from 2% in 2013 to 11% in 2017, pointing to the need to begin prevention services in 
elementary school. 
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1:1,124 1:650 1:1,161 1:796 



 
 
 
Substance Abuse Counselors are specially trained; while other staff can address the mental health needs 
of students and support prevention, they are powerless to provide the intervention support these 
students and families require. Additionally, we need to match referrals with intervention supports.  
 
Looking ahead to FY20, when we add secondary school buildings and programs beginning in September 
2019, as currently stands each school is projected to see a reduction in access to these highly specialized 
professionals at a time when they are needed more than ever. 
 
IMPROVE APS-COUNTY COLLABORATION AND INFORMATION SHARING  
 
APCYF asks that FY19 be marked by concrete steps to address barriers between APS and the County that 
hinder efforts to serve our youth and families effectively and more seamlessly. This work needs to be 
done at all levels—from systems to individual staff relationships—and should encompass all of APS and 
all county agencies, including DHS, Libraries, Parks and Recreation, Courts and Police, as well as 
community organizations. Over the past year, we have held dozens of meetings with APS teachers, 
substance abuse counselors, social workers and psychologists and administrators as well as with their 
County counterparts, and this theme of fragmentation and lack of coordination resonated strongly.  
 
As a first step in this process, we recommend designating a county/school/community task force to 
put forth recommended actions around information sharing (e.g., template language for agreements 
and identification of specific technologies or systems as needed) by January 2019 for inclusion in the 
FY20 budget (if needed). This task force should include representatives with legal expertise, those who 
work with data and advocates for data privacy, among others, and should work with staff from APS, the 
County and community organizations to identify specific ways in which information sharing would 
improve both efficiency and service. APCYF staff could help lead this work.  
 
We believe APS and the County could better share data at the aggregate level to guide policies and 
resource allocations. They could also share data at the individual level to better support a child who is 
struggling or as a preventative measure. 
 
While data sharing will require careful work, commitment and training, it is by no means impossible. The 
efforts of DHS working with over 20 safety-net nonprofits in the Bridges Out of Poverty Initiative to 
create a shared release of information and referral process highlights that this can be done. Likewise, 
the very successful collaboration at Carlin Springs Community School among APS staff, County mental 
health and school health staff and community partners shows that responsibly sharing data and 
supporting children and families across organizations can be done. 
 
We also recommend that APS and the County appoint a joint task force to identify a framework to 
guide their collaboration and put an accountability plan in place. The Partnership stands ready to serve 
as a resource in this process and will follow-up with a meeting request to both Boards and senior staff to 
begin this process. There are numerous existing frameworks that might serve as a starting point to build 
more authentic collaboration (e.g., the Whole Child Framework); we may instead need to develop a 
separate framework that can break through existing barriers.  
 
  



 
 
 
An important aspect of improved cross-systems collaborative work should be a prevention focus that 
examines the root causes behind the high levels of stress, anxiety, depression and substance abuse that 
our youth report. As such work develops, the voices of APS and County counselors, social workers and 
others who work directly with youth and youth themselves must be a part of these efforts.   
 
An important opportunity for cross-systems collaboration will come this summer, when APCYF and APS 
will receive the results of their joint survey of Arlington youth. In the past, APCYF staff has made data 
presentations to school staff and to county staff at separate times. With this survey, we would like to 
engage APS and County staff at the same time, to facilitate cross-systems conversation as to their 
individual and shared priorities and the services they have available to address areas of concern. We will 
follow-up with additional information as it becomes available. 
 
The addition of school-based staff and the request for task forces dedicated to improved collaboration 
across APS and the County are a critical step in improving the mental, social and emotional well-being of 
our youth and their families.  
 
The Partnership stands ready to lead and assist in these efforts. We request the School and County 
Boards work together with us with urgency on these issues. 
 
Sincerely,  

 
Anne O’Brien 
Chair, Arlington Partnership for Children, Youth, and Families 
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