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Statistics don't indicate a significant danger 
 
 
 
I am writing in response to the letter “Here are the 
facts about the TeenScreen Program.” This letter 
makes it sound like suicide is a pervasive threat for 
Iowa children...one of such grave dimensions that it 
requires wholesale screening through the schools to 
catch the many desperate children whose difficulties 
would otherwise go unnoticed. Statistics from the 
Centers for Disease Control, however, would indicate 
otherwise: In 2004, 19 Iowa children between the 
ages of 0 - 18 committed suicide out of a total of 724, 
095. That is a percentage of .00262%, or 2.62 per 
100,000 people. That is hardly an epidemic. 
 
For the rare child who really is in trouble, though, it 
seems reasonable to ask whether TeenScreen and the 
recommendations that follow it will actually do him 
any good. First of all, is it not unlikely that his 
unhappiness will have been noticed already by 
somebody - parents, teachers, minister, coaches, or 
friends? Are we so unobservant that only an official 
suicide questionnaire will uncover a child on the 
edge? I doubt it. 
 
Secondly, even if this were likely, does it really 
justify asking leading, suggestive questions to 
thousands upon thousands of other children, 
subjecting them to the possibility of misdiagnosing, 
mislabeling, and potentially damaging treatments? I 
don't think so. 
 
And last, supposing that we screen everybody and 
really do catch a child who appears to be in trouble - 
then what? In the wake of this assessment - whatever 
else is recommended - the follow-up is very likely to 
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 include a referral, a diagnosis, and a prescription. 

Once in the hands of a psychiatric professional, 
diagnosis will be made on the basis of the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual, which has been thoroughly 
discredited. Then, prescription, and no help there. 
Black box warnings have been added to various 
psychiatric drugs on the basis that they can actually 
increase the likelihood of suicide. 
 
So what do we do? We get this TeenScreen program 
out of the schools, and help children without hurting 
them. Caring parents and teachers and ministers and 
friends can do far more to bring children up to an 
enthusiasm for life than all the assessments and 
diagnoses and prescriptions in Christendom. 
 
Elizabeth Neal Cameron 
 
elineal@cooper.net 
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