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Five Traps 
 

1) Leave Me Alone Doesn’t Mean Ignore Me 

As children move toward and into their teen years, most want or demand freedom. That desire 

for independence should not be taken as a sign your kids are ready for you to step out of their 

lives (even if you are already exhausted by what you’ve endured getting them to this point). 

Physical and emotional presence remains important, even if teens and pre-teens demand that you 

not be seen with them around their friends. I separated myself from my family as a teen, adding 

emotional and physical distance as I sank into depression. At my worst, when I regularly 

considered suicide, I went out of my way to avoid hugging even my parents. I thought it was 

better to not feel any connection. The opposite is true. 
 

2) Don’t Let the Right Assurances Distract You From Your Instincts 

As a child, I knew my parents wanted to be assured I was okay. Telling them what they wanted 

to hear was easy. Behaving in a way that contradicted how I felt was much harder. Many parents 

have been told “I’m fine” by a child when it’s clear from watching their behavior and seeing 

shifts in their actions and attitudes that everything isn’t good. If your eyes and your instincts tell 

you your child is in a dark place and needs help, you’re instincts are far more likely to be right 

than their words. You can’t always demand to be told what is wrong (at least not successfully), 

but you can make sure you regularly tell your children that you love them, that you worry about 

them and that you are there to listen if they want to talk. 
 

3) It’s Not About You 

Too often, parents of youth struggling with mental health challenges ask what they did to cause 

the child’s trouble. Making it about you suggests to your child that your first concern is about 

how you are affected, not necessarily about find helping your child find happiness or 

contentment. Sometimes, physical issues drive your child’s mental illness. In other cases, single 

or cumulative traumatic events trigger mental health episodes. Even if you have also struggled, 

you may not fully comprehend what your child is feeling. Social media and the growing celebrity 

culture have changed the environment since our teen years. 
 

4) The “Get Over It” Curse 

An extended bout of sullen, angry behavior, or complete disconnection from everything that used 

to matter to your child, won’t be solved by your suggestion that they need to just “get over it.” 

Youth struggling with depression or other mental health challenges don’t want these feelings. By 

telling your child to “get over it,” you invalidate their emotions, adding to the reasons they might 

believe they are fundamentally flawed and not worth saving. 
 

5) He’s Talking to a Professional, So It’s Fine 

So much of the success of mental health recovery starts with a trusting relationship. While 

clinical therapists are skilled at reaching and connecting with a variety or patients, it’s possible 

that the first therapist or counselor your child meets isn’t the right resource for your child. Give 

your child and the therapist time to build a trusting relationship, but recognize that not every 

counseling relationship is the right one. 
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Five Musts 
 

1) Help Your Child See What Makes Them Special 

A turning point in my healing came from a youth group exercise in which we went around the 

room and shared something we liked about each person. I was stunned and moved that others 

saw good in me that I didn’t see in myself. Be sure to recognize that your children aren’t you. 

What makes them special may be very different from how you achieved success in your life. 

Recognize their strengths and validate their importance. Make them tell you what they believe 

are their greatest abilities. 
 

2) Find Out What Your Child Needs and Change Your Routines to Help 

Coping mechanisms to fight through mental health challenges often involve behavioral change. 

Healthier diets may provide the nutrients your child needs to heal. If that’s the case, adjust the 

family diet and the food kept in the house. Exposure to the outdoor elements is nourishing for 

many individuals. If exercise and outdoor activity lift your child’s mood, build it into your 

family’s routine. Sleep deprivation and addictions easily deter mental health improvement. 

Remove access to substances and distractions from sleep. 
 

3) As an Adult, Be Available for Other Youth 

I found it easier to open up to other adults than to discuss some issues with my parents. 

Discussions with other adults were lifesavers. Kind words can make an incredible difference to a 

troubled teen. Just after a night where I took a weapon to kill myself, and fortunately decided not 

to follow through, someone I only knew casually praised something I had done. It was said with 

enough sincerity that I actually believed their compliment. Do that for your children, of course, 

but do it for others as well. 
 

4) Recognize That Your Child’s Strengths May Also Be A Weakness 

It may be wonderful that your child is a deeply caring, emotional person who always helps 

others. That’s a great strength. It can also be a debilitating weakness for a pre-teen or teenager 

unable to separate his or her own self worth from the pain they absorb for others. I have always 

been deeply introspective, clearly a strength as I identify and fix my flaws. However, it was 

devastating as a teenager when I didn’t understand that I also needed to think about what I did 

well rather than dwell incessantly on every failure. 
 

5) Encourage Local Schools To Openly Address Mental Health 

Some schools are reluctant to discuss mental health, perhaps fearing suicide clusters that can 

occur if attention is seen as glorifying those who commit suicide. The sense of shame, 

embarrassment and loneliness that accompanies mental illness, however, makes tragic outcomes 

more likely than if mental illness is treated as worthy of attention and discussion. Youth need 

hope that their pain isn’t permanent, education on coping strategies they can adopt, and to see 

that a long, happy life is possible. 

 

Whatever else you do or don’t do, don’t pull away because you’re scared to say the wrong thing. 

Read up on how to discuss mental health. Suicide Escape provides an example of how to have 

healthy conversations about mental health while sharing the story of my struggle with teen 

depression. 
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