
Kids and Mental Health Challenges:                         
What every parent should know. 

 

When to seek help for your child. 

 

Having “that” conversation:                               
What to keep in mind.   
   

 



One parent’s experience:                 

    An ongoing developmental process. 

 

 What is helpful?  What is unhelpful? 

 

Role Play Examples 

 
 



Questions/Discussion  

 

Resources               
 



  No Dr. Spock book to help parents with 
this. 

Mental health challenges, like physical 
illness, can happen to anyone .   

Estimated 1 in 7 kids in B.C. have at 
least one mental health concern (over 
140,000 children/adolescents) 



Understanding MH challenges difficult 
for adults and children 

 

When kids have physical illness or 
injury, we seek professional help 

 

When kids have a MH concern, they 
need  the same response.       

 



Difference between symptoms 
of MH challenge vs. normal 
problems that all kids experience 
can be confusing. 

 

Most mental health challenges 
start in childhood/adolescence. 

 



 

Many advances in diagnosis and treatment. 

 

Parents can help child understand that MH 
challenges are real illnesses that can be treated. 

 

Learning more about MH challenges can lead 
to improved recognition, earlier treatment, 
greater understanding & compassion and 
decrease stigma. 

 



Surveying parents indicates that ¾ of 
you know someone with a mental 
challenge. 

Two thirds have know someone within 
their own family/extended family, rest 
outside family. 

In many cases, it involves children. 
 

 



ADD is most common (10%) then 
Anxiety, Depression and Autism Spectrum 
Disorders. 

 

Acting out behaviour grabs your 
attention and prompts seeking help, but 
excessive shyness/inattention also 
important to keep track of. 

 

 



Family doctor is primary contact, but not 
all trained to recognize MH challenges in 
kids. 

Other sources: family member,  teacher, 
clergy person. 

Internet helpful, but not as trusted as 
doctors and health organizations. 

 



Important indications of potential 
concerns for children: 

  - decrease in enjoyment of time spent with 
friends or family 

  - significant fall in school work 

  - strong resistance to attend school 



    -  problems with memory, attention or 
concentration 

 

  - big changes in energy levels, eating or 
sleeping patterns 

 

  - lots of stomach aches, headaches, etc. 



   - feelings of hopelessness, sadness, 
anxiety, crying a lot 

 

  - frequent aggression, disobedience or 
lashing out verbally 

 

  - excessive neglect of personal hygiene 



 

  - substance use 

 

  - dangerous or illegal thrill seeking 
behaviours 

 

  - acting overly suspicious of others 



  - seeing or hearing things that others 
don’t see or hear 

 

  **has persistent thoughts of dying, 
hurting themselves/others (contact Dr. or  

take to hospital emergency room)  



  Developmental perspective: 

  - Pre-school/School Age/Teenager 

 

Key: Problems persist over extended 
period of time and impact school, social 
and family life. 

Increased risk: personal/family history 
of MH problems. 



 Focus on normalizing/empowering 

 

Important how you frame the concern 
to yourself (experiences/cultural beliefs) 

 

Need to consider impact on siblings, 
friends of child with MH challenge 

  



 Unhelpful: 

  - putting off getting help, i.e., “they’ll 
grow out it...kids don’t have MH problems” 

 

  -giving up re: waitlists/ bureaucracy of MH 
system 

  - giving in to stigma of shame & keeping it 
a secret from friends/family 



 Helpful: 

  - Trust your instincts – parents in best 
position to know when something not 
right with child 

 

Be persistent – earlier the intervention, 
the better 
 

 



 Helpful: 

  - Timing is everything 

 

  - Break conversations down into 
smaller, separate conversations 

 



 Helpful: 

  - Use empathy and ‘I’ statements 

 

 - If there is a spouse/partner, share the 
responsibility for conversation – do it 
together 

 



 Helpful: 

  - Talk to your child using language 

appropriate to age level 

 

  - Make use of everyday opportunities 

to reinforce ideas of self-
care/empowerment, e.g., news stories, 
celebrities, family  



 Helpful: 

  - Draw parallels to other forms of illness 
to normalize treatment, use of medication, 
e.g., diabetes, asthma, epilepsy. 

 

  - Get educated about particular MH 
challenges dealing with. 



 Helpful: 

  - Get connected with other parents 
facing similar situations 

 

  - Watch reactions of child – slow down 
and go back if child confused/upset.  



 Helpful: 

  - Be prepared for variety of reactions, 
e.g., from relief to anger 

 

  - Provide reassurance that help is 
available and will be there for child. 



 Scenario #1 Discussion Questions: 
 
- What behaviours did you see for the  youth ?  
For the parent? 
 
  - What was the youth was thinking and feeling? 
 
  - What was the parent was thinking and 
feeling? 
 



 Scenario #2 Discussion Questions: 
 
- What behaviours did you see for the  youth ?  
For the parent? 
 
  - What was the youth was thinking and feeling? 
 
  - What was the parent was thinking and 
feeling? 
 



 Scenario #2 Discussion Questions: 

  - How was this scenario different from 

the first one? 


