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Utah's teens are struggling. One
school program is saving lives.

o

tobaceo marketin that
make smoking an expensive habit
Yet studies have shown that the ef
feets of loneliness and social isola
tion can be as detrimental as smok
ing 15 cigan \ day. impacting a
person’s overall health and. impor
tantly. their mental health
But addressing the i o teen
age mental health is much more
complicated. Teen Cer which
are now based in dozens of schools
across the st n help.
The tee e 1 hal
lenging plex with varions  Teen Centers. Mmmmmmwnm
pressure lingtouch academ- health issues, familly problems, homelessness, substance abuse, bullying, and
e workloads. after-schoo| jobs and  other difficulties,” writes Sidni Shorter, a board member at The Policy Project.
activitics. new boundaries to set
questions about the influence of so- — Adolescent Health Report found — students in Utah are also facing sig-
of course. fluctuat-  that more than one in five students  nificant challenges in meeting their
s a lot to nay usly considered snicide.  basic necds. There has been a 9.6%

e reporting they have made  increase in students «
a suicide plan. and 41.5° ng  homelessness from 2 2

v felt sad or hopeless. Chik hv nin  with 13049 Utah students classified
h also face mental health prob 1< homeless and lacking a fixed, reg
tarate that’s 14 higher than  ular and adequate nighttime resi
tional average. The numberof — dence in 2023, One in three Utah
ns who have experienceda  students are economically disad
vantaged and qualify for free or re
duced lunches.

Addressing these challenges
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tin those Even Utah Sen. Mik= Lee admits that af-
re than 20 fected areas should be covered. that it is the

right thing to do and that cost should not
" > be the deciding factor. Likely feeling pres-
- sure from constituents, Sen.
Lee on Thursday introduced a
fast-track bill requiring unan-
imou" approval on the Senate
floor to extend RECA and in-
clude Utah and parts of New
Mexico and Missouri. This was
baffling. given that the Senate
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poli-

th‘nh have the support nu
to thrive. One initiative spearhead

ed by The Policy Project is the cre-
ation of Teen Centers across Utah.

Teen Centers are physical facilities
in Utah schools that provide food
pantries, laundry facilities and
showers to meet the basic needs
of students. The Centers are also
staffed by adults who are there to
provide resources: help with home-
work, social work and family advo

cacy, and connections to other com:

munity resources. Simply having a
trusted person to connect with can
often prevent and alleviate mental
health issues. The Teen Centers
provide valuable assistance to teen

agers grappling with mental health
issues, family problems, homeless.

ness, substance abuse, bullying and
other difficulties.

Since The Policy Project’s work
beginning in 2022, $15 million was
secured from the Utah Legislature
to fund these centers, and $3 mil
lion was raised by private donors
All $18 million of these funds were
distributed by 2024 for construc
tion and opening, showing how
great the need is for this type of re
source. More than 70 schools have
been awarded funding, in all areas
and corners of Utah.
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mental health ranging from finan-
to social, these Teen Centers
d will become an essential
part of the educational landscape
in Utah. The ultimate goal of these
centers is to help teenagers succeed
in all areas of their lives. They act as
a conduit and a connector, linking
teens to various resources and op-
portunities beyond academics. By
providing a safe and supportive en-
vironment, Teen Centers help teen-
agers cope, address and overcome
obstacles and barriers. They offer
resources and support that help
them navigate challenges and pre-
pare them for a successful future,

Teen Centers are an investment
in the future of Utah and those who
will soon lead it

Sidni L. Shorter, PsyD), is President
and CEO of the Utah Black Chamber
d a board member
yject. As a servant

building and authentic engagement.
An advocate for change and a social
entreprencur. her career and efforts
are directed towards her passion for
entrepreneurs and business leaders
*n their pursuit of access to afford-
able capital with growth, progress
and just outcomes encompassing di-
versity, equity and incluston as the
goal
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