Mental Health Support Tips for
Parents & Teachers
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Mental health issues commonly emerge at a young
age with “evidence suggesting three in four adult
mental health conditions emerge by age 24 and half
by age 14” (Beyond Blue, 2017). So how do we know
the difference between what may be an emerging
mental health issue in children or adolescence and
what are simply common symptoms of puberty?
Mood fluctuation, anger, anxiety, tenseness are all
normal and relative emotions for young people to
experience, however, when these feelings are
persistent and start to interfere with everyday life
such as relationships, school and work, it may be
time to start addressing possible mental health
concerns.

Warning Signs Young People May
be Experiencing Ill-Mental Health:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Not enjoying activities that they once used to enjoy.
Changes in eating and sleeping patterns e.g. increasingly tired or sleeping too much.
Becoming easily irritated or angry for no particular reason.
Decline in school performance, absenteeism, and/or truanting.
Becoming involved in dangerous and/or risky behaviour which they used to avoid e.g.
consumption of drugs and/or alcohol.
Difficulties concentrating.
Seeming to be unusually stressed, worried, down and/or excessively crying for no apparent
reason.
Expressing negative or unusual and bizarre thoughts.
Making comments about suicide, talking about feeling hopeless, or saying that life is not worth
living.
Thinking they are worthless and have low self-esteem.
Withdraw from social life e.g. spending less time with friends, family peers and other social
commitments.
Become over sensitive to criticism or authority.
Physical symptoms such as headaches, stomach aches, and general aches and pains.
Neglect of personal appearance or hygiene.
(Sane, 2017; Friends for Mental Health, 2017; Headspace, 2017)

It is important to remember that noticing just one of these signs does not mean that a young person
may be experiencing ill mental health. It is important to monitor the nature, intensity, severity, duration
and context of these signs to determine whether or not what is going on for a young person is an
emerging mental illness (Friends for Mental Health, 2017).
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How to Help When You Notice a
Young Person May be Experiencing
Ill-Mental Health
•

Keep communication open – make sure that the young person knows that they can approach and speak
to you if need be, but if they don’t approach you check in from time to time. If they do approach you,
make sure you are in an environment conducive to having a conversation – somewhere that is quiet and
relaxing, where the young person feels safe and comfortable.

•

Express empathy and be non-judgemental in what the young person is saying to you.

•

Be available for when a young person wants to talk, but do not be intrusive and pushy e.g. frequently
asking them to talk to you.

•

Listen to what the young person is saying seriously.

•

Encourage and support positive friendships for the young person.

•

Encourage activities that are positive for mental health and wellbeing, including exercise, healthy eating,
regular sleeping habits, and activities that the young person enjoys.

•

Spend time with the young person by taking an interest in their lives and encouraging them to let you
know what is going on.

•

If you are their parent, let the young person know that you love them and want to support them.

•

Speak about the changes that you have noticed in the young person.

•

Suggest speaking to a mental health professional or attend the family GP.

•

Look online for helpful information to give to the young person.

•

Reassure them that they are not alone in what they are going through and that there is hope that things
can get better.
(Headspace, 2017; Beyondblue, 2017)

Helpful Things to Say:
•

I’m here for you” – Mental illness can be very isolating for a lot of people, so letting a young person
know that you will stick by them through the journey and recovery can be very beneficial to them.

•

“I can see this is a really hard time for you” – It is important to validate how a young person is feeling
when they are experiencing symptoms of mental illness.

•

“I’m not sure what to do but I’m sure we can figure it out together” – It is helpful to be open and honest
with the young person if you do not have the answers. Reassure them that you will be with them
throughout the journey.

•

“What can I do to help? Just tell me how” – Ask the young person to be honest with you in thinking
about how you can help. Types of support throughout this time in their life may change so be prepared
to adapt and be flexible.

•

“I know it doesn’t feel like it now but there is hope that things can get better” – Hope is a crucial
element for people experiencing mental illness, they need to know recovery is possible. Mental illnesses
are treatable, and with the right support majority of people manage their mental illness and recover.

•

“Have you thought about seeing a doctor or calling beyondblue/other mental health organisation?
There is support available” – While family and peer support is important to a young person when
experiencing mental health issues, it is also key to seek professional help when looking at treatment and
recovery. If a young person is unsure about what help is out there, come prepared with some helpful
information and organisations to call, e.g. Headspace.
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•

•

•
•
•

•

“This conversation is just between you and me” – it is important for the young person to know
that their privacy is being respected, however if they are at risk of hurting themselves or others
then you have to let them know that you need to speak to someone else about this.
“Do you feel like doing something together to help take your mind off things?” – Sometimes it is
not the best time to speak about how a young person is feeling, so becoming involved in a
different activity can change the focus of their thinking and provide a positive distraction until
they are ready to talk.
“We will get through this together” – this is a supportive statement for the young person as it is
important that they know that they are not alone.
“Let’s go out and do something that you enjoy” – this is helpful if the young person is feeling
isolated and depressed, and can help take their mind off things.
“I have been there too/I know someone who has been there” – sometimes it is helpful to hear
that the young person is not alone in what they are going through and that other people have
gone through a similar thing in disclosing a something that has happened to you or someone
you may know.
“Sometimes even adults have problems that they can’t sort out on their own and need help with”
– letting a young person know that adults go through tough times themselves where they need
to reach out for help may make a young person feel better about reaching out for help.
(Beyond Blue, 2017; Raising Children, 2017; Psych Central, 2017)

Helpful Tips
•

•
•
•
•

•

Some people worry about speaking about mental health concerns due to the stigma or not
knowing what to say, however supporting a young person experiencing a mental illness can
play a significant role.
A young person may not want to discuss what is going on with you, however it is good for them
to know that you are there if they ever want to talk about it.
Making sure that mental illness does not become the focal point of your relationship – discuss
other topics and issues that the young person is interested in
Try to educate yourself around the mental illness and what support and treatment options are
out there
Encourage a healthy lifestyle e.g. a balanced diet, exercise, and having a consistent sleeping
pattern, and avoiding things like alcohol and drugs which may seem like a good coping
mechanism but can make a mental illness worse.
Make sure that you look after yourself as well, or you may become stressed and burnt out and
unable to properly support the young person (Mind Health Connect, 2016).

What To Avoid Doing
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Telling the young person to ‘snap out of it’ or ‘get it together’.
Stay away or avoid/ignore the young person.
Telling them that they need to get out more or just to stay busy.
Tell them to party, or use drugs and or alcohol.
Feel like you need to talk to the young person about how they are feeling all of the time.
Make fun of the mental illness.
Saying ‘I know how you feel’ if you don’t.
Pressure them to talk to you about what is going on.
Think of a mental illness as a weakness of the person.
Use words like ‘psycho’, ‘crazy’, and other words that are stigmatising.

www.mentalhealthcarersnsw.org

•

•

Feel guilty for not recognising the signs, as at times people hide their symptoms of ill mental health
or it is hard to tell when something might be becoming a problem and what might be considered
‘normal’.
Assume that the problem will just go away.

Information For Teachers
Being a young person’s teacher or coming into regular contact within the education setting offers a
unique experience in being able to notice when a young person may be going through a
psychologically distressing time. Knowing the signs and symptoms of ill mental health, and how to
appropriately support a young person, is critical to their learning environment. Teachers are not
trained counsellors, so it can be difficult when a young person may approach you if they are
experiencing a difficult time in knowing how to respond. Knowing that the young person has
approached you means that they trust and respect you, and would like to get some help for what they
are experiencing.

Key Messages:
•
•
•
•

•

Show that you care for the young person by giving them time and attention.
Be yourself and be prepared to listen.
Be non-judgemental, patient, calm and accepting.
Know when it is suitable to approach others for help. Young people may speak to you and ask
for what they are saying to be kept confidential but if a young person expresses anything that
indicates a risk of harm to themselves or others you must inform the principal as this is your
duty of care and you are a mandatory reporter.
If you feel like you can’t tackle this problem yourself, reach out to other teachers, the school
counsellor or the principal.
(Reachout; 2017)

Tips For Young People For Staying
Mentally Healthy
•
•

•
•
•

Maintain and build relationships with people such as friends and family, and those who support
you.
Look after your physical health, as it will help with your mental health. This includes exercising,
eating a healthy and balanced diet, having a consistent sleep routine, and avoiding things such
as alcohol and drugs. Sleep helps to regulate the chemicals in our brain which transit
information, which are important in managing our moods and emotions Certain deficiencies
such as iron and vitamin B12 deficiencies can give you a low mood, and try cutting back on
caffeine. Exercising also helps to boost the chemicals in your brain that put you in a good mood,
and can help eliminate anxiety and stress.
Get some sunlight, which is a good source of Vitamin D and is important for your body and
brain. However, make sure you wear sunscreen, glasses and a hat.
Participate in activities which interest you or spark your creativity. Make sure that adequate time
is set aside each day or on the weekend for you to do something that you love.
Help others – this isn’t just great for the people you are helping, but good for you too by helping
with your self-esteem and making you feel like you are part of the community. Try volunteering
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•

•

for an organisation you are passionate about, such as a local animal shelter, an aged home, or the
local sporting club.
Ask for help when you need it – an important part of being mentally healthy is recognising when
you might not be feeling so good. If you are not feeling great, reach out to trusted family and
friends. This can be helpful to do early when you recognise the signs (People First 2017).
Put down your smart phone, laptop, or gaming equipment, and get outside – too much screen time
may not always be a positive thing. It is recommended to turn off your devices or stop looking at
them within 2 hours of bedtime. Try to get outside during part of the day instead of staring at a
screen, e.g. going for a run, kicking a ball around the park, or going on a hike with some friends, or
even walking to the shops instead of driving or catching public transport, if it is close enough and
safe.

Helpful Resources For Parents &
Schools
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Blackdog free training courses for schools: Blackdog offers free mental health presentations for
schools, including mental fitness, talking about mental illness: a young person’s insights, and
navigating teenage depression.
Blackdog Parent Training: Interactive online learning courses for parents.
Blackdog Headstrong and MindStrength: A range of free educational resources developed for
parents, teachers and young people.
Blackdog MyCompass: A free online, self-help program to address mild to moderate symptoms of
stress, anxiety and depression for those aged 18 and above.
Bite Back: An initiative of Blackdog where young people can speak about their mental health, look
at videos, blogs and interviews of interesting people, and share stories.
SANE Young People: Support services for young people, parents and families.
Reachout: Parents: Stories from parents, skills to build and information around common concerns
for parents.
Reachout: Schools: Resources and information for schools and school based professionals.
RUOK? Suicide Conversation Starters for Schools and Young People.
Batyr: Mental Health Programs for Schools and Parents.
Headspace: Tips for a Healthy Headspace for young people.
Beyond Blue: Having the conversation with young people about anxiety and depression fact sheet.
Headspace: Information for parents and carers, including recognising warning signs and how to
find help.
Beyond Blue: A parent’s guide to anxiety and depression in young people.
Beyond Blue: A parent’s guide to self-harm and self-injury.
Beyond Blue: Healthy families – information for parents and carers to help support the young
people in their life, and take care of their own mental health and wellbeing.
Kids Helpline: information for parents for family, lifestyle, mental health, relationships and schools.
Kids Helpline Parent Line: A list of parent lines nationally for confidential counselling, support and
information.
eHeadspace: Online and telephone supports to help young people and their families going through
a tough time.
Kids Matter: A list of resources for families and education staff.
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•
•
•
•
•

Australia National University: e-Mental Health Resources for Young People
Mind Matters: A program for secondary schools to help promote and protect student mental health.
Sense Ability: A strengths based resilience program designed for those working with young
Australia between 12 – 18 years.
Beyond Blue’s Secondary Schools Program: This is a program for years 8 – 10 which aims to equip
students with the ability to deal with adverse events by teaching them life skills.
Bullying. No Way! Information about bullying and strategies for teachers and parents to use to
combat the issue.
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