
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

May 8, 2020 

 

The Honorable Gavin Newsom      The Honorable Tony Thurmond 

Governor, State of California       State Superintendent of Public Instruction 

State Capitol        1430 N Street 

Sacramento, CA 95814       Sacramento, CA 95814 

 

The Honorable Dr. Nadine Burke Harris     Dr. Linda Darling-Hammond 

California Surgeon General      State Board President 

California Health and Human Services     California State Board of Education 

1600 Ninth Street, Room 460      1430 N Street, Room 5111 

Sacramento, CA 95814       Sacramento, CA 95814 

 

Dear Governor Newsom, Superintendent Thurmond, Dr. Harris, and Dr. Darling-Hammond, 

 

Students throughout California drafted and signed the attached letter ï a powerful outcry for mental health supports. 

They highlight the results of our state-wide survey on the impact of the pandemic on students. The students are 

overwhelmed, anxious, and stressed. Students are feeling uncertainty and trauma. This reality propelled them to seek 

you out as the leaders to address their mental health needs now and to effectively plan out their future with their mental 

health in mind. 

 

They raised several issues and priorities to ensure student success and wellbeing, including: 

¶ Support commencement ceremonies and consider delivering a virtual commencement address to the Class of 

2020 to provide encouragement and assurance.  

¶ Invest in virtual tutors and other supports, including sufficient resources for the summer months to provide 

school meals and to address the significant learning loss;  

¶ Issue a letter supporting Student Mental Health Week and acknowledge access to school-based mental health a 

civil rights issue;  

¶ Host a town hall on student mental wellness, with students at the forefront. 

¶ Issue a directive calling on districts to stop spending LCAP funds intended for high-needs students on law 

enforcement. The funding should go towards school-based mental health and counselors, not cops.  

 

We urge you to hear their voices, powerfully expressed in their letter, and: 

¶ be the strong leaders and provide the state leadership and guidance they crave; 

¶ be a zealous advocate, fight to create the supportive and nurturing environment they request, and prioritize 

their mental health by providing more counselors, social workers, nurses, and psychologists.  

 

We appreciate your thoughtful attention and immediate reply to their request. 

 

Most Sincerely,  

 
Sylvia Torres-Guillén     Loretta Whitson     

Director of Education Equity     Executive Director 

ACLU of Southern California    California Association of School Counselors 

  



 

 

 

May 8, 2020 

 

 

 

 

The Honorable Gavin Newsom     The Honorable Tony Thurmond 

Governor, State of California       State Superintendent of Public Instruction 

State Capitol        1430 N Street 

Sacramento, CA 95814      Sacramento, CA 95814 

 

The Honorable Dr. Nadine Burke Harris    Dr. Linda Darling-Hammond 

California Surgeon General      State Board President 

California Health and Human Services    California State Board of Education 

1600 Ninth Street, Room 460      1430 N Street, Room 5111 

Sacramento, CA 95814      Sacramento, CA 95814 

 

 

Dear Governor Newsom, Superintendent Thurmond, Dr. Harris, and Dr. Darling-Hammond, 

 

We applaud your leadership during COVID-19 and all that you do for us fellow Californians. We understand 

you are receiving these letters daily and that you too could be experiencing struggles with your mental well-

being. We therefore took the liberty to include some emojis to brighten your day.   

 

We are the Youth Liberty Squad, a group of High School aged youth founded by the ACLU of Southern 

California. We are taking part in Californiaôs first ñStudent Mental Health Weekò (SMHW) with thousands of 

students and educators. We are working with the California Association of School Counselors to make this 

happen. This is long overdue, yet it comes at a most critical time. In anticipation of this day, we mobilized over 

640 students to complete a survey to share the impact of COVID-19 on our mental wellbeing. The survey 

reached students across 60 schools and 40 districts and is one of the most significant projects to check-in on 

how students are feeling conducted by any organization in California. We reached back out to students and 

have the sign-on support of our peers at over 100 schools for this letter (see attachment). We also have the 

support of 33 organizations. We are reaching out to you because you are the leaders who have the most 

influence on the educational policy impacting us six million public school students, and we hope and expect a 

response. 

 

This crisis is impacting us students in unprecedented ways. Health disparities are being magnified by the crisis 

and our leaders must take a proactive role to support the most vulnerable youth. Students of color make up 

nearly 80% of Californiaôs students. The Youth Liberty Squad is made up entirely of students of color, and we 

also have intersectional identities that make us especially vulnerable (LGBTQ, undocumented, etc.). Mental 

health support was already very inadequate before the crisis. California is 48th in the nation when it comes to 

access to school counselors. There are nearly 400,000 California students in schools that lack a counselor but 

have a police officer. It is shameful that our state has twice as many school police than school social workers. 

In addition, there are more security guards in schools than there are nurses. All of this is unacceptable for a 

post-crisis world. Although COVID19 symptoms are physical, Americans are actually more worried about 

their mental health than physical health. Polls show at least half of citizens may be suffering from mental health 

issues during this crisis.  

 

http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/rulesforengagement/2020/04/teens_are_worried_about_the_coronavirus_especially_black_and_latino_teens_survey_finds.html
https://edsource.org/2019/many-california-schools-have-police-but-no-counselors-aclu-report-finds/609643
https://news.gallup.com/poll/308420/americans-say-covid-hurting-mental-health.aspx
https://www.forbes.com/sites/geekgirlrising/2020/04/06/half-of-americans-say-covid-19-is-hurting-their-mental-health-new-poll-shows/#6ee910c7351e


 

Our survey indicates that students feel stressed, depressed, stuck, and a variety of unpleasant emotions. We 

asked students to describe how they have felt in one word. This word cloud is a visual representation of the 

results. 

 

The most common words selected by students (boring, lonely, 

overwhelming, anxious, sad, etc.) are also associated with increased risks 

of suicide. One senior at a high school in Northern California shared,  
 

ñIt feels as if everything meaningful was taken away from my peers and I. Years 

of hard work led to this moment- celebrating and graduating. No longer 

possible, this leaves my hopes for recognition to a blur. My father is a grocery 

store employee, and before this he wasn't considered essential. As people rush 

to stock up, my dad is forced to work restlessly every day, exposing himself to 

the very nature of things we're supposed to stay away from. My mother doesn't 

work- she is not legally able to. I lost my job as well, at our local shopping 

mall. I don't know how I'll save up for college without a jobò 

 

Another student in Southern California shared,  
ñMany companies have had to let off workers and such, and my 

family has been affected by this issue. This is going to cause 

us to move out of the city during summer. I have a 

background of moving a lot, but I didn't expect to have 

to move again during my high school careerò 

 

 

Similarly, a student mentioned, 

 
ñI am an extrovert who depends 

on school and friends as my only 

support system, since my home is 

not an ideal environment. 

Basically all of my coping skills 

have been taken from me due to 

this quarantine and I have 

become extremely mentally ill 

due to this situationò 

 

Additional student responses have been compiled here along with a summary highlighting how half of 

Californiaôs students may be in need of mental health support. At least 22% percent of students in our survey 

identified as LGBTQ, and they report struggling in homes where they are not fully able to express themselves. 

According to a CDC study, 29% of LGBTQ youth surveyed attempted suicide in the previous year. California 

also has nearly 200,000 students experiencing homelessness who have lost a critical sanctuary on school 

campuses. Naturally, during such an overwhelming time it is dire for all students, especially those at such high 

risk, to have access to mental health resources. Many students also voiced distress caused by their schoolsô 

efforts to provide distance learning. According to responses, teachers have given students more work in the 

hopes of making up for the lost time, however this is proving to be detrimental to the mental stability of our 

students. We understand the panic associated with scrambling to address learning loss and college preparation, 

but students have expressed that they feel like they have to worry about their schoolwork more than their family 

during the pandemic. Even college students are dropping classes at record rates, so imagine the impact on K-

12 students.  

 

Despite the struggle experienced by students, there is hope and hundreds of students shared what has been 

most supportive in this time and they responded....  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1EB0EvbQSYNN-jroPt7wFl7zGjRtl9o7Z/view?usp=sharing
https://www.cdc.gov/lgbthealth/youth.htm


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We understand that you are dealing with many unprecedented emergencies right now, but through the 

information gathered in our survey in which we asked students to recommend solutions, we would like to 

present ways in which problems affecting students can be resolved. We also connected with educators and 

advocates for input. Here is a list of suggestions for your offices to consider prioritizing student success and 

wellbeing.  

 

¶ Commencement: High school seniors have a great deal of uncertainty and fear that is compounding with 

anxiety. We have been deprived of a moment we and our families ï particularly for families with 

students who are the first to graduate from high school ï have looked forward to for years through 

graduation, and we are still figuring out if we will have any ceremony at all. Consider delivering a virtual 

commencement address to the Class of 2020 to provide encouragement and assurance.  

¶ Invest in virtual tutors and other forms of supports such as ñsufficient resources for the summer months 
to provide school meals and to address the significant learning loss that has occurredò  

¶ Urge colleges to support flexible planning when considering the impact on college admissions and 

anxiety about the fall. After this hectic time, schools should be allowed time to transition.  

¶ Issue a letter in support of Student Mental Health Week and acknowledge access to school-based mental 

health a civil rights issue.  

¶ Host a town hall on student mental wellness. Invite students to speak at the forefront. We are happy to 

help you organize this and can recommend other student organizations that should be engaged.  

¶ Issue a directive calling on districts to stop spending LCAP funds intended for high-needs students on 

law enforcement. A report by Pomona Student Union Youth Organizers and other/some of the 

signatories of this letter found over 40% of districts in Southern California are illegally spending LCAP 

funds. Direct them to spend money on school-based mental health and counselors, not cops.  

¶ Continue to address the digital divide and inequalities that have been exposed in the transition to distance 

learning. Consider the impact on students experiencing homelessness and the 1.1 million students who 

are English learners in the state.  

https://www.aclusocal.org/en/publications/right-to-resources


 

¶ Invest the federal stimulus funding provided by the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 

(CARES) Act are spent on more mental health resources such as school counselors, school 

psychologists, school nurses, and school social workers.  

¶ Protect and support investments to ensure school environments are ready to support and prioritize 

childrenôs physical, mental, social, and emotional well-being.  

¶ Send a directive to school districts to revisit the intensity of their distance learning programs and to 

allow for more individualized flexibility.  

¶ Issue guidance to school districts to protect the rights of students with disabilities.  

¶ Support holistic education and wellness by funding the arts. In our survey, students reported music, 

dance, and media as three of the most supportive and healing activities during the pandemic. Arts 

education is also a civil right and is another area where California is significantly behind the rest of the 

country.  

¶ Support students and families (regardless of immigration status) experiencing issues with food security, 

housing, and healthcare that have long existed. Support and encourage districts to do the same. 

¶ Support emergency funding to ensure that school environments are trauma-informed and responsive to 

the mental health needs of students.  

¶ Declare your support for the Schools and Communities First ballot initiative and tax reform to remove 

California from the lower end of per-pupil funding.  

¶ Support the release of as many incarcerated youth as possible. We are all on lockdown. Cages do not 

work.  

¶ ñFunds to provide training to teachers and school staff on recognizing and responding to trauma, to 
implement evidence-based practices for creating trauma-informed school environments and building 

wellness and resilience, or to support access to mental health screenings and connections /referrals for 

individualized mental health services while students navigate transitions back to school.ò (NCYL). 

¶ Support prevention and early intervention in schools. Support trauma screenings and trauma-informed 

care. 

¶ Additional recommendations from our survey results are attached in the responses we received from 

640+ students. We have also included student essays, poetry, and art from our ñSchool-Based Mental 

Health is a Civil Rightò contest.  

 

Given the many ways in which this pandemic has added stress and anxiety to our lives, students have increased 

mental health needs that are currently not being met. We understand that cuts are inevitable because of the 

economic impact but we are the economic future of the state and our wellbeing cannot be diminished if we 

want California to have a prosperous future. The mental health of students cannot be left out of any plan for 

Californiaôs post-pandemic future. Our supplemental document also includes powerful student essays from our 

ñSchool-Based Mental Health is a Civil Rightò contest that further highlight our struggles. Schools are 

community lifelines and provide a safe environment and other supports for students. We acknowledge that 

despite the many limitations that these institutions currently face they have continued to provide many of these 

resources. For that, we would like to thank officials for allowing them to continue to serve the community and 

supporting them. We look forward to hearing back directly from you and wish you and your families the best. 

 

 

Youth Liberty Squad of ACLU SoCal  

Undersigned Organizations, Students, and Educators 

 

CC: First Partner, Jennifer Siebel Newsom 

Senator Connie Leyva, Chair, Senate Committee on Education 

Assembly member Patrick OôDonnell, Chair, Assembly Committee on Education  

Karen Stapf Walters, Executive Director, State Board of Education 

 

https://www.aclunc.org/arts-justice
https://youthlaw.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Supporting-Wellness-in-Schools-_SBH_Emergency-Budget-Request.pdf


 

 

LIST OF YOUTH LIBERY SQUAD MEMBERS  

 

STUDENT NAME      SCHOOL 

¶ Valeria Gonzalez  Alliance Collins Family College Ready High School 

¶ Catherine  Estrada  Alliance Collins Family College Ready Highschool 

¶ Emily Chamale   Animo Pat Brown Charter High School  

¶ Ashley Ruano   Apex Academy 

¶ Jessica Sumuano  ArTES Magnet CCLA 

¶ Dulce Torres   Centennial High School  

¶ Jackie Valdez   Cesar E. Chavez Learning Academies  

¶ Geena Morgan Welcome Foshay Learning Center 

¶ Zuly Hernandez  Foshay Learning Center 

¶ Gino Meza   Foshay Learning Center 

¶ Zaid Diaz-Arias  Granada Hills Charter High School 

¶ Anthony Flores-Alvarez Manual Arts High School 

¶ Marley Saldivar-Lozano Reseda Charter High School 

¶ Viviana Cervantes   San Fernando High School 

¶ Jose Sanchez   School of Social Justice at Linda Marquez High school 

¶ Alyssa Arellano  South Gate High School  

¶ Grecia Lara   South Gate High School  

¶ Jennifer Meneses  USC Hybrid High College Prep  

¶ Nadera Powell   Venice High School 

¶ Ryan Pongo   Culver Park High Alum 

 

 

Additional student supporters listed below. 

  



 

LOGOS OF SUPPORTERS 

 

 


