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MENTAL HEALTH SCREENINGS 

INFORMATION FOR PARENTS  

. 
WHAT IS A MENTAL HEALTH SCREENING? 

A mental health screening is a questionnaire, given on paper or via computer, that helps 
your teen’s primary care provider determine whether he/she may have a mental health 
concern such as depression or anxiety.  
 
For most parents, the screening will be reassurance that your teen is experiencing typical 
adolescent “growing pains.”  In some cases, a screening can help identify problems like 
depression in the early stages.  

Mental health screenings do not provide a diagnosis.  Like other medical screenings, they 
serve to give health professionals an indication of a possible problem and a reason to do 
further evaluation either by the primary care provider or a mental health specialist.  

Why Is a Mental Health Screening So Important?  

Depression and other mental health concerns are common in adolescents.  About one in five 
teens struggle with depression, anxiety or similar problems.  Some will have symptoms 
severe enough to interfere with daily activities.  Many symptoms of mental illness are hard 
to detect, especially in teenagers. As a result, 70-80% of teens with mental illness go 
unidentified and untreated. As with other medical conditions, it is beneficial to identify and 
treat the problem early on, before it worsens and develops into a full-blown disorder that 
may continue to be a lifelong obstacle. 

Wouldn’t I Know if My Teenager Was in Need of A Mental Health Screening?  

It can be difficult for parents to tell the difference between the normal ups and downs of 
teen life and a more significant emotional or behavioral health concern.  Teens are unlikely 
to discuss their concerns, and they typically do not seek help, even from adults they love 
and trust.  

A mental health screening eliminates the ‘guesswork’ and helps ensure that teens who are 
struggling can get the help they need.  

How Is The Screening Done?  

Typically teens will be asked to sit quietly in a private area of the doctor’s office to fill out 
the questionnaire.  Once your teenager has completed the questionnaire, the primary care 
provider or another health professional in the office will review it and discuss the results 
with your teen and you.  This entire process typically takes about 15-20 minutes. 
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How Do Mental Health Screenings Help Teens? 

Screening provides a simple and effective way to identify mental health problems in their 
early, easier-to-treat stages.  Effective treatment has been shown to improve both mental 
and physical well-being.  In addition, treatment for mental health problems can improve 
school performance, and communication and interactions with family members and peers. 
Treatment can also help to reduce school suspensions and expulsions, prevent substance 
abuse disorders, and reduce the risk of suicidal thoughts or attempts.  

Is Mental Health Screening Effective and Safe? 

Numerous studies and reports have shown that adolescent mental health screening is more 
accurate than an informal discussion with the primary care provider.  When not using a 
screening questionnaire, providers may miss up to 50% of all adolescent mental health 
problems. 

Research has also shown that most teens are receptive to mental health screening and open 
to discussing the results.  

What Do the Results Mean?  

Your teenager will score either positive or negative on the questionnaire.  A negative result 
means that the screening has indicated no mental health issues at that time.  A positive 
score means that the questionnaire has revealed potential areas of concern.  Your health 
care professional may recommend a comprehensive mental health evaluation to make a 
definitive diagnosis and determine the best course of action. 

How Often Does a Teen Need to be Screened? 

The American Academy of Pediatrics, the Society for Adolescent Health and Medicine, and 
the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force recommend that teens ages 12-18 take a mental 
health screening at least once a year.   

Does Insurance Cover Adolescent Mental Health Screenings? 

Under the new federal health care law, an adolescent mental health screening is a free 
preventive service.  Insurance companies are mandated to cover the service without 
passing on any additional co-pays to you. 

 

 

 


