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Mental Health in Children and Adolescents



What is Mental Health?
● It describes the health of a person’s mind and thoughts, feelings and actions.
● The World Health Organization (Mental health: Strengthening our response, 2018) defines it 

as “a state of well-being in which the individual realizes their own abilities, can cope with the 
normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution 
to their community.”

● Mental health is a spectrum, and we can vary along the spectrum during different points.  
People with good mental health feel their ability to cope with their emotions exceeds the 
stresses they experience.  They will have good cognitive functioning and positive interactions 
with people around them.

● Mental health challenges are described with a variety of terms: mental illness, psychiatric 
illness, nervous breakdown, burnout.

● Mental illnesses are a health condition diagnosed by a professional and involve a change in 
emotions, thinking, and/or behavior and interfere with a person’s ability to function in their 
day to day activities.
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How Often are Mental Health Challenges Occurring?

● Anxiety disorders are among the most 
common mental illness in America, and the 
typical age of onset is 6.

● 46 percent of Americans will meet the 
criteria for a diagnosable mental health 
condition sometime in their life, and half of 
those people will develop conditions by the 
age of 14.

● An average of 15.08% of youth aged 12-17 
experienced a Major Depressive Episode in 
the last year

● 4.08% of youth had a substance use 
disorder in the past year

(Reinert, Fritze, & Nguyen, 2021)



Mental Health in Children: Early Intervention is KEY! 
But What Gets in the Way of Early Intervention? 

Adults may miss signs and symptoms because they may assume the child is 
experiencing typical developmental changes.  Understanding typical development 
and potential warning signs can help parents know when to seek support for their 
children. 



Typical Development of Children Aged 5-12

● Cognitive-Children tend to think about things in a concrete way. They require 
guidance from adults to understand their own thoughts and actions along with 
those of others.  Problem solving skills develop as time goes on.

● Social-Peer acceptance becomes important as a child gets older. Interactions 
with peers allow for social and emotional competence. Expressing empathy and 
understanding social expectations and norms is key to social-behavioral 
functioning. Personality traits become more apparent.

● Emotional-Children can begin relying less on others in order to cope with their 
feelings.  They begin to better understand their own emotions more and are able 
to identify more complex feelings.
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Typical Development of Children Aged 12-18

● Cognitive-Changes take place in how they think of themselves and others (i.e., 
begin developing belief systems). Adolescents may question adults more often. 
They may become more autonomous in their decision making, however can still 
make poor decisions.

● Social-They begin to develop their own sense of  identity and turn more to 
peers than family. They “try out” identities to see which is the best fit. They are 
better able to manage relationships and may form romantic relationships.

● Emotional-Emotions can become more intense or change more rapidly, which 
may contribute to poor decision making. Adolescents may act on emotions 
making them appear impulsive with changing behaviors.
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Signs of Anxiety

● Excessive worry
● Physical symptoms-Fatigue or an inability to sleep; restlessness; difficulty 

concentrating; irritability
● Being very hard on themselves and striving for perfection
● Demonstrating compulsive behaviors such as: Washing and re-washing hands to 

avoid exposure to germs; arranging or ordering objects in a very specific way; 
checking and re-checking objects, information, or situations; repeating a name, 
phrase, tune, activity, or prayer; hoarding or saving useless items; counting 
objects such as steps; seeking reassurance or doing things until they seem just 
right

Anxiety Disorders Association of America, (n.d.)



Signs of Anxiety
● Extreme homesickness
● School refusal
● Avoiding or refusing to initiate conversations, invite friends to get together, order food in 

restaurants, or call, text, or e-mail peers
● Frequently avoiding eye contact with adults or peers
● Speaking very softly or mumbling
● Appearing isolated or on the fringes of the group
● Sitting alone in the library or cafeteria, or hanging back from a group in team meetings
● Overly concerned with negative evaluation, humiliation, or embarrassment
● Difficulty with public speaking, reading aloud, or being called on in class

Anxiety Disorders Association of America, (n.d.)



Signs of Depression

● Persistent sad, anxious, or “empty” mood
● Feelings of hopelessness, or pessimism
● Irritability
● Feelings of guilt, worthlessness, or helplessness
● Loss of interest or pleasure in hobbies and activities
● Decreased energy or fatigue
● Moving or talking more slowly

(Depression, 2018)



Signs of Depression

● Feeling restless or having trouble sitting still
● Difficulty concentrating, remembering, or making decisions
● Difficulty sleeping, early-morning awakening, or oversleeping
● Appetite and/or weight changes
● Thoughts of harming self or others
● Aches or pains, headaches, cramps, or digestive problems without a 

clear physical cause and/or that do not ease even with treatment
(Depression, 2018)
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Typical Development versus Potential Signs

● Experiencing a range of emotions is a normal part of development.  
● Healthy levels of stress can help us develop positive self-care routines, 

motivation, and coping strategies.  For example, anxious feelings about school 
can motivate children to study and complete homework.  

● Feelings of sadness can help children be empathetic to peers. 
● When considering whether it is typical development, or a potential warning sign 

consider the frequency, duration, intensity, or level of interference in your 
child’s day to day activities.



Risk Factors

Some things increase the likelihood of mental health challenges in children.  For 
example, family history of mental health challenges may mean your child is more 
likely to experience their own challenges.  Trauma is another risk factor that may 
lead to mental health challenges.



What is Trauma?

SAMHSA (2019) defines trauma as: Individual trauma results from an event, series 
of events, or set of circumstances that is experienced by an individual as physically 
or emotionally harmful or life threatening and that has lasting adverse effects on an 
individual’s functioning and mental, physical, social, emotional, or spiritual 
well-being.”



Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)
The following are some things that can be considered traumatic to children, but is not an 
exhaustive list.

● Verbal abuse
● Physical abuse
● Sexual abuse
● Emotional neglect
● Physical neglect
● Divorce or separation
● Domestic violence
● Alcohol/drug exposure
● Exposure to mental illness and suicide
● Having a household member in prison



Resiliency and Protective Factors
Resiliency is when a child is able to cope with their life adverse life experiences.  Protective 
Factors are variables that increase the likelihood a child will be resilient in the face of 
adversity. Some protective factors are:

● Adult support
● Healthy self-care practices
● Problem-solving skills
● Feeling in control of their life
● Positive sense of self
● Constient home/family routine
● Parental supervision
● Strong support system
● A sense of belonging
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How to Help

● Talking with children about 
violence

● Each school has a school social 
worker that can lead you in the 
right direction

● The Guidance Center is an 
agency that offers multiple 
resources

There are a lot of supports at 
school and within the community

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1MKDI65I0md0qYzI5DRGRNT_rRh-tJ7LM/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1MKDI65I0md0qYzI5DRGRNT_rRh-tJ7LM/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/11YIwTBS6JP_xatptcbLLhNev8voBHatY/view?usp=sharing


Contact Information

Matthew Salah, Director of Special Services- salahm@wbsdweb.com 734-783-3322

Irene Miekis, Supervisor of TOTE and Special Education- miekisi@wbsdweb.com 
734-783-3322

Monique Giannetti, Parent Support Facilitator- giannem@wbsdweb.com 
734-783-3322

mailto:salahm@wbsdweb.com
mailto:miekisi@wbsdweb.com
mailto:giannem@wbsdweb.com
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