
Darien Student Survey Findings: 

Mental Health & Substance Use Trends



Student Mental Health Clusters

1. Thriving: students feel good about themselves, experience 
low levels of sadness, anxiety & loneliness

2. OK: students feel ok about themselves, but sometimes 
experience some sadness, anxiety and loneliness 

3. Anxious: students feel ok about themselves, but experience 
high levels of anxiety, low levels of loneliness and sadness

4. Vulnerable:students aren’t feeling good about themselves 
experience high levels of sadness, anxiety and loneliness 

5. Distressed: students are feeling BAD about themselves, 
experience highest levels of sadness, anxiety and loneliness 
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Five categories based on student responses to several questions about how they’re feeling



Gender Differences 
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Key Takeaways about Mental Health in Female Youth

• Female students reported significantly higher levels of sadness, loneliness and anxiety 
across all grades, compared to their male peers

• More social stress, particularly around social media
• Social media use has been found to be linked to increased feelings of depression, 

anxiety, poor body image and loneliness
• Higher levels of stress surrounding parent expectations and parent opinions
• Protective factors for female youth include:

• Feeling valued by others in their environment
• Feeling a sense of control - inclusion in family decisions & personal decisions
• Having the ability to discuss sensitive teenage issues
• Trying out new hobbies and extracurricular activities
• Involvement in groups 



Recommendations from Olivia Bucci, LMSW

• Encouraging children to be involved and setting clear, realistic expectations - but allowing them 
autonomy in choosing what they want to do
• Part-time job, extracurriculars, academics
• Explore why they want to take certain courses or look at certain colleges
• Be curious about their choices and be willing to engage in conversation about them, even if you 

don’t ultimately agree
• Facilitate conversations with children around sensitive teenage issues

• Using more validating language and less directive/solution focused language
• Asking if the child wants advice
• Assists the child in navigating issues, especially those that are new to them and more delicate
• Provide more guidance with younger children and give more autonomy in decision making as 

they get older and have proven responsibility
• Encourages the child to make their own choices and promotes confidence in their decision 

making and problem solving 



Recommendations (cont.)

• Create boundaries around social media and phone use
• Being “plugged in” around the clock can be harmful to mental health in children
• Encourage children to show you aspects of social media that they like to validate the 

positives and usefulness of social media
• Outline the negative aspects as well to increase awareness in children
• Limiting phone use during dinner or family activities
• Children charging their phones outside of the bedroom
• Parental modeling of limiting social media

• Applying the same rules to you as parents
• Boundaries to ease up as children get older 



● Many teen boys struggle when it comes to reporting sadness, anxiety and loneliness. 

● I believe that young men express academic stress as a safer way of expressing feelings and overall 
mental distress.

● Adult mentors like coaches are well positioned to model how to expresses feelings, but are also an 
initial entry point for talking about feelings on a deeper level in general.

● Non-judgmental opportunities for kids to talk about sensitive subjects is so important to the wellbeing 
of these teenagers and for relationship building between parents and their kids. 

Key Takeaways about Mental Health in Male Youth
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Recommendations from Andrew Tepper, LCSW

● Establish a recurring time when your kids know that they can talk to you about anything that is happening in 
their lives. I recommend being communicative and honest about what that time is. For example, a parent 
might say, “At the end of dinner every night I invite you to share what’s on your mind, especially the things 
that feel too scary to talk about. I’ll always be available, with no distractions, at this time every night if you 
want to talk about anything at all.”

● Model how to express yourself by using a very simple statement: “When you do [BLANK], it makes me feel 
[BLANK].” Actively encourage your kids to use this skill with you. 

● Ask your kids to identify someone in their life that they feel comfortable opening up to. If they don’t have 
anyone, encourage them to identify someone with whom they can share openly and honestly. Normalize 
these conversations by routinely checking in with them about who that person is.  And, if they don’t have 
someone, ask what you can do to help them find that person or be that person.
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