
Essay #4- Mental Health 

Adam Lanza, perpetrator of Sandy Hook. 

Dylan Klebold and Eric Harris, shooters of Columbine. 
These names evoke strong feelings within us, as these young men are indelibly marked by their unspeakable violence toward others and themselves.

But have you heard of Michael Long?

His mother, Liza, wants us to know him. Michael hasn’t committed any crime, but has suffered nonetheless. At age 13, Michael is mentally ill. In a chilling but all too common reality for parents of mentally unstable children, Liza authored a heartbreaking narrative in December 2012 for the Huffington Post, discussing the challenges of raising her son. Liza doesn’t want Michael to become the next Adam Lanza, as she states, “I love my son. But he terrifies me.” Unable to predict what will set him off, Long recalls times when Michael would be happy and cheerful one minute, and then turn on her with a rant of profanities or pull out a knife and threaten to kill the family or himself. 

She concludes by pleading, “I share this story because I am Adam Lanza’s mother. I am Dylan Klebold’s mother. I am Eric Harris’s mother. These boys – and their mothers – need help. It’s time to talk about mental illness” (Long). 
It’s time to acknowledge that our broken mental health care system must be fixed. 

And so today, we will walk out from behind the shadow of stigma, to face our national reality of how we address mental illness in America. We will examine the effects of our national aversion toward mental healthcare, diagnose the catastrophic impact of ignoring the afflicted, and prescribe solutions to restore mental health awareness to the national agenda. 

First, let’s understand the definition of mental illness today. Princeton University defines it as a medical condition that “disrupts a person’s [ability to] think, to feel, to relate to others, and to function” (“WordNet”). You and I know mental illness by more commercial terms – depression, anxiety, schizophrenia, among others. But what is not known is just how common mental illness is, and more importantly, that treatment is not covered by most insurance companies in America. 
The World Health Organization reports that depression is the leading cause of disability in the world, affecting more people than cancer, and only 2nd to coronary heart disease (Rosen). Mental Health America notes that depression affects over 94 million Americans and their families each year. And since depression is a key symptom of suicide, 30,000 lives are lost annually in the United States ("Ranking America's Mental Health: An Analysis of Depression Across the States."). To bring it closer to home, the Michigan Department of Community Health discovered that 16% of Michigan high school students considered suicide this past year ("Getting Help for Teen Depression.").

Other disorders include anxiety, affecting over 78 million Americans. ADHD – over 13 million; bi-polar disorder – another 13 million (Rosen). Every individual who struggles with a mental illness is a family member, a neighbor, a friend, a co-worker. They live among us, work and learn with us. 

Last summer, I wish I was aware. I had known Cullen since the 4th grade. He was my first friend at a new elementary school. At his funeral, none of us could understand why he would take his own life. 

But he did.

I wish I knew then what I share with you today.  It is time to acknowledge that mental illness is not a rare occurrence which should be shunned by society, but a common affliction within our nation.

Because anyone can be stricken by a mental illness at any point in life, how America handles treatment is important. Unfortunately, reality can be disheartening, as treatment is not covered by most private insurance companies in America. In Michigan, the public turned to the government for help, but advocates and funding have diminished over the years. In the 1990s, former Governor John Engler cut funds to mental health resources in the state, reducing the number of facilities from twenty-eight down to four. As a direct result, Detroit Free Press journalist, Jeff Gerritt, reports that Michigan “operates the…lowest number of public psychiatric beds” in the nation (Gerritt, "Jeff Gerritt: Mental Care Uncured -- Too Many with Mental Illness Find Torture Instead of Proper Treatment."). The gutting of state support continued under former Governor Jennifer Granholm, where $50 million was slashed from the budget in 2008 to maintain community mental health agencies (Gerritt, "After Closing Psychiatric Hospitals, Michigan Incarcerates Mentally Ill."). Also in that same year, the Michigan legislature failed to enact the Mental Health Parity and Addiction Equity Act. This legislation, which was passed by 43 other states, allows for insurance equity in covering physical ailments and mental ailments alike (Rosen). The failure to enact the bill allows insurance companies to refuse coverage to treat the mentally ill within Michigan, forcing the financial burden on to those afflicted at a cost of about $2,000 a month (Gerritt, "People with Mental Illness Need and Deserve Parity of Coverage."). 

With little support from government and insurance, families of the mentally impaired seek help from the medical community, only to encounter additional obstacles. When faced with a mental health crisis, many go to the emergency room for help. The problem is, most hospitals don’t offer emergency psychiatric care. Patients are left to wait for hours until the next scheduled psychiatric physician arrives on duty. With no ability to retain the patient, many who are in crisis do not stay for treatment, and do not receive care (Rosen).
The effects from ignoring mental healthcare are catastrophic. Cuts to the number of hospitals ended up pushing most of these people onto the streets. Today, approximately one-third of Michigan’s 100,000 homeless are classified as “severely mentally ill and untreated” (Gerritt, "Editorial: The Free Press' Agenda for Improving Mental Health Care in Michigan."). Once thrown onto the streets, there is no way to monitor if these people take their prescriptions.  Overwhelmed by their illness, some commit crimes, which lead them to jail. “With state-run treatment centers and hospitals shuttered, prison is now a last resort for the mentally ill…” (Long). In fact, according to Human Rights Watch in 2012, the number of mentally ill inmates has quadrupled from 2000 to 2006, raising the rate of the mentally ill to 56% of the prison population (Long). Jeff Gerritt of the Free Press states that, “jails generally worsen the conditions of mentally ill inmates. Prisons are built...for security, not treatment” (Gerritt, "Jeff Gerritt: Mental Care Uncured -- Too Many with Mental Illness Find Torture Instead of Proper Treatment."). And, at a cost per inmate of $35,000 per year, jails are not only ineffective treatment facilities, they are costly as well (Gerritt, "After Closing Psychiatric Hospitals, Michigan Incarcerates Mentally Ill.").

On the other hand, treating one person at a community mental health facility continues to be effective and cost-efficient at about $10,000 per year (Gerritt, "After Closing Psychiatric Hospitals, Michigan Incarcerates Mentally Ill."). Unfortunately, American culture believes it is easier to jail than to treat. As a result, people born with a mental illness in the United States face a grim future. Unable to obtain adequate and consistent treatment, the mentally ill are doomed to suffer within their minds as well as in our society. Liza Long reminds us of the humanity behind the illness when she says, “I don’t believe my son belongs in jail…No one wants to send a 13-year old who loves Harry Potter and his stuffed animals to jail” (Long).

Amidst the darkness, sparks of hope are improving the lives of the mentally impaired. Last summer in Detroit, two new housing projects – the Michigan Bell Building and the Detroit Central City Community Mental Health Building – gave mentally ill citizens “a new home” and “a life with dignity” (Gerritt, "No Home, No Treatment."). In my conversation with Mary Griffith, Director of Planning and Development at Oakland Country’s Community Mental Health, she offers the following ways to get involved:

· First, increase your own awareness by taking an online course offered at mentalhealthfirstaid.org. Or, current films also shed light on awareness. Based on a true story, Silver Linings Playbook is a recent Oscar-winning film which reveals the daily struggles of an average American man living with a bi-polar disorder. Another is Reign Over Me, where actor Adam Sandler plays a man caught in the depression caused by the loss of his family. 

· Once you are aware, advocate. Support the bipartisan Senate bill 2257, the Excellence of Mental Healthcare Act, led by Michigan Senator Debbie Stabenow. If enacted, this legislation ensures parity in covering mental illness in America ("U.S. Congress - S.2257 Excellence in Mental Health Act."). 

· Most importantly, share your knowledge with others. Mental Illness does not discriminate based on age, race, or gender. It can happen to anyone. It can be assigned at birth, such as ADHD, or it can be triggered by traumatic events, such as PTSD with our soldiers. Depression can strike anyone at any point in life, just like the flu (Rosen). When you raise awareness, you reduce the stigma, and that’s when change happens.

Maybe change could’ve happened for Adam Lanza. Maybe change could’ve happened for Dylan Klebold or Eric Harris. Maybe change could’ve happened for the millions who’ve struggle. Maybe change could’ve happened for Cullen. It’s time to talk about mental illness in America because “there is no healthcare without mental healthcare” (Rosen).
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