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What is Beautiful Minds? 
 

 

 

Beautiful Minds is based on the Centre for Addiction and Mental 

Health program “Talking About Mental Illness” (TAMI) – an  

awareness program proven to be effective in bringing about  

positive change in people’s knowledge about mental health, and in 

reducing stigma that surrounds mental health issues. The program 

provides educational opportunities and resources for youth,   

teachers, parents and the community. The presentation portion of 

the program offers youth the opportunity to hear the stories of 

community members who have experienced and are living with a 

mental health challenge. 
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It’s all in your  MIND 
 

But that’s good!  Your mind is a powerful thing 

– you can harness its power to take control 

over and improve your health.  There are some 

things in life that we can think through, come 

up with solutions for, and learn ways to deal 

with them.  Read on for information and tips 

on stress, perfectionism, communicating,  

assertiveness, being a good listener, asking 

for help, dealing with conflict, feelings and 

positive thinking.  After that you will find  

information on mental health, including  

information about the Mental Health  

Continuum and specific mental health  

challenges. 

        Soooooo………. 4 



 

 

  Let’s Start By Looking At  

 

   
 

 

 

    You and your best friend just had a big fight, you’ve  

    smashed your mom’s car, your cat just died and final  

    exams are next week!  Yikes! 

 

    When something happens to us we automatically judge  

    the situation to see what our response should be.  If we  

    find that the situation feels like it is too much to  

    handle, we define it as stressful. 
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Remember: It isn’t the event or situation 
that stresses you out – it is your reaction 
to the event or the situation. While you 
can’t control what happens in the world 
around you, you can control how you  
respond. 
 

Everyone sees situations differently and has 

different skills and abilities, which is why 

you get totally stressed out during exams 

and your best friend doesn’t (or vice versa). 
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   Here are symptoms that tell us when something is causing us stress: 

 clenched jaw, tight back, shoulders and neck 

 changes in appetite and sleep 

 increased heart rate 

 indigestion or stomach aches 

 sweating 

 difficulty making decisions 

 increase in nervous habits like nail biting or foot tapping 

 moodiness, irritability or short temper 

 headaches, nausea or dizziness 

 trouble concentrating 

 feeling like you are going to cry all the time 

 

Which of these responses to stress do you experience?  When you  

experience these symptoms, it’s time to  stop and figure out what is stressing 

you out.   

Unsure what that could be?  Try the test. 
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WHAT IS STRESSING YOU OUT? 
 

These are some things that most people find very stressful.  Are any of these things going on in your life? 

□ Death of someone close to you 

□ Loss of a job 

□ A new job 

□ Your parents getting divorced 

□ Too many demands on your time 

□ Starting to date a new person 

□ Family problems 

□ Breaking up with boyfriend/girlfriend 

□ Changing schools 



 

 

□ Being in an accident 

□ Difficult school subjects 

□ Getting sick 

□ Having a sick family member 

□ Pregnancy 

□ Fighting with friends 

□ Having too many or too few friends 

□ Pressures or expectations placed on you 

□ Parents/partner discover something you did not want them to know 
 

Feeling stressed out?  Want to take steps to cope with it?  



 

 

How Do You Cope with Stress? 
 

There is no simple, single answer.  We all react to stress differently and so we 

all need to figure out what works for us.  Some people deal with stress by taking 

a hot bath, others by talking to friends, others will go for a run, and some people 

deal with stress by focusing on the underlying problem and attacking it. 
 

There are basically three coping styles. 
 

Emotion-Oriented: You try to focus on your feelings and seek  

 support from your friends. 
 

Task-Oriented: You analyze the situation and try to get to the 

root of the problem so you can take action. 
 

Distraction-Oriented: You use activities, school, work, etc. to take your 

mind off the situation or problem. 
 

Which combination works for you? 10 



 

 

Stress Tips 
 

IDENTIFY YOUR PROBLEMS 

What do you think is creating the stress in your life?  Talk to someone if you 

need help figuring out the sources of stress in your life.  If you identify the 

problem, you can find a solution. 
 

SOLVE YOUR PROBLEMS 

Talk about solutions that can ease the stress in your life.  Are you getting extra 

stress in your life?  Think about what is important to you and learn to say no to 

things that aren’t important. 
 

TALK ABOUT YOUR PROBLEMS  

Talking about things can really help you deal with stress.  Friends and family 

members might not realize how you are feeling.  They can give you the support 

you need and can help you find solutions.   
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LEARN ABOUT STRESS MANAGEMENT 

Read books, watch videos, search the internet or take a stress reduction     

workshop.  There is a lot of good information out there. 

 

TAKE YOUR MIND OFF YOUR PROBLEMS 

Worrying about your problems will not help them go away.  Taking a walk will   

allow you to look at your situation with a clearer mind. 

 

REDUCE TENSION 

Physical activity is great for reducing stress and it doesn’t have to be a major 

work-out – go for a walk, take deep breaths, stretch. 

 

Whatever works for you is the best solution.  By reducing your tension you have 

more energy to solve the problems that are stressing you out. 
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HOW STRESSED ARE YOU?   
 

Do you frequently: 
 

□ Have problems sleeping? 

□ Neglect your diet? 

□ Fail to get a break from noise and crowds? 

□ Complain you are disorganized? 

□ Ignore signs of stress? 

□ Try to do everything yourself? 

□ Blow up easily? 

□ Make a big deal out of everything? 

□ Find yourself binge eating? 

□ Keep everything inside? 



 

 

 
□ Feel helpless? 

□ Race through the day? 

□ Use drugs to escape problems or feelings? 

□ Put off doing things? 

□ Fail to spend time relaxing? 

□ Drink too much alcohol? 

□ Think there is only one way to do things? 

□ Neglect your friends and family? 

□ Get angry when you have to wait?   
□ Have trouble relaxing? 
 
 

Okay, add up your score. 



 

 

1 – 4 There are few hassles in your life.  Make sure that you are 

not trying too hard to stay away from problems, or that you 

shy away from challenges. 
  

5 – 9 You’ve got your life in fairly good control.  Work on the 

choices and habits that could be causing you some             

unnecessary stress in your life. 
 

10 – 15  You are approaching the danger zone!  You may be suffering 

stress related symptoms and your relationships may be 

strained.  Think carefully about choices you make and take 

time to relax every day. Try reaching out to others. 
 

16 – 20 Emergency!  You must stop now, re-think how you are living, 

change the way you think about things.  Pay careful attention 

to your diet, exercise, and relaxation. Talk to someone! 15 



 

 

Ways to Relieve Stress 
 

 

 

 Go for a walk   

 Play with a pet 

 Play loud music while doing 

housework 

 Write in a journal 

 Have a hot bath with candles 

 Listen to music 

 Dance like nobody’s watching 

 Go for coffee with a friend 

 Throw snowballs 

 Paint 

 

 Deep breathing 

 Watch a good movie 
 Do some creative writing 

 Laugh 

 Shoot hoops 

 Do crafts 

 Make a fabulous dinner 

 Phone a friend 

 Bake bread 

 Buy yourself flowers 

 Play a new sport 

16 



 

 

More Ways to Relieve Stress 
 

 

 

 Go window shopping 

 Redecorate your room 

 Do yoga 

 Write a letter 

 Take a nap 

 Light incense 

 Build something 

 Meditate 

 Practice juggling 

 Bake cookies 

 Go sky-diving 

 Share funny YouTube videos 

 Go on a picnic 

 Play a musical instrument 

 Exercise 

 Breathe 

 Go to a gallery 

 Have a good cry 

 Read a good book 

 Massage your feet 

 Make a list of the things you are 

grateful for 
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Are You Working Too Hard at Being Perfect? 

Trying to be perfect in all areas of our lives can be really stressful. It’s impossible to do 

things perfectly and please everyone all the time. Take this easy quiz to see if you are 

working too hard at being perfect. 
 

 Agree  Disagree 

□             □  If I don’t set high standards for myself I will suck as a human   

  being  

□ □  People will think less of me if I screw up 

□ □  I should only make the same mistake once 

□             □  If I can’t do something perfectly there is no point even trying 

□ □  Average is unacceptable 



 

 

 
Agree Disagree 

□             □  I constantly fail to live up to my own expectations of  myself 

□ □  Being less than perfect makes me a lesser person 

□ □  I should be able to make everyone around me happy 

□ □  If I just apply myself I should be able to do everything right 

□ □  Everything in my life must be “just so” 

 
 
 

If you checked mostly “disagree”, then Congratulations!  You are not a perfectionist.  
If you checked “agree” more than five times, read on. 



 

 

No one can do everything right all of the time.  Redefine the words “failure” and 

“mistake” in your mind.  See imperfections as proof that you are learning and 

growing… 
 Decide how much time you are going to spend on a project and 

stick to it. 

 Practice saying “no”. 

 Remember that, for a perfectionist, no amount of effort is 

enough. 

 Practice saying “It’s time to stop” and “Good enough”. 

 Reward yourself for being in the process of learning something 

new, regardless of how well you are doing it. 

 Learn to be in the moment. 

 Remember that you are enough, you do enough and you have 

enough. 

 Explore where this need for perfection comes from. 

 Repeat to yourself: I am letting go of perfection, I am letting 

go of perfection, I am letting go of perfection… 

 Read up on letting go of perfection. 
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Communication is an important skill to develop.  Becoming an effective 

communicator lets our opinions be heard by other people, gets our needs 

met, and helps us to understand other people’s opinions. 

 

There are two tools that can be used when you are learning to become a 

more effective communicator:   

 

1. Learning to become more assertive  

2. Developing good listening skills 

 

If you combine these two skills you are on your way to becoming a good 

communicator.  Read on for some tips on improving your assertiveness and 

listening skills. 
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ASSERTIVENESS FORMULA 
 

A is for ATTENTION.  State that the person needs to agree to listen to 

 you. 

S is for SOON, SIMPLE, SHORT.  Outline your problems or ideas 

 clearly and briefly. 

S is for SPECIFIC BEHAVIOUR.  Focus on the behaviour you are having 

 trouble with and how you would like to see that change. 

E is for EFFECT ON ME.  Help the person you are communicating with to 

 understand the effect their behaviour is having on you. 

R is for RESPONSE.  Describe to your listener what you need for the   

 relationship to work; then ask the other person what they need. 

T is for TERMS.  If everything is going well, you should be able to  



 

 

HOW ASSERTIVE ARE YOU? 

 
Mostly    Sometimes  Hardly Ever 
 

 □          □          □ 1. I can make decisions without too much  

difficulty. 

 □          □          □        2. I look directly at people when I talk to 
them. 

 □          □          □ 3. I don’t let my friends talk me into things I 

don’t want  to do. 

 □          □          □ 4. I accept that people may have opinions I 

don’t agree with. 

□       □    □           5. I say what I think during a  

         discussion. 

Being Assertive does not 
mean being  
Aggressive. 



 

 

  

   □         □          □    6. I can say “no” without feeling guilty. 

  □         □          □  7. I have confidence in the decisions   

     that I make. 

  □         □          □ 8. I am honest with myself about what I real-

ly want and how I feel. 

  □         □          □ 9. If someone hurts my feelings I am able to 

tell them. 

  □         □          □ 10. I am able to speak out when someone 
interrupts me while I am talking. 

If you mostly checked “Hardly Ever”, you may want to work on your        
assertiveness skills.  If you mostly checked “Sometimes”, you’ve made a 
good start – keep at it!  If you checked “Mostly” most of the time, you are 
definitely assertive – good work! 



 

 

HOW TO BE A GOOD LISTENER 
 

   Listening to someone is something we think we do automatically.  However, we      

   don’t always listen actively.  Active listening means listening to someone with    

   your full attention.  You can practice good listening in these ways: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
  LISTEN ATTENTIVELY 
   While you listen, make eye contact with the person speaking to you.  Practicing    

   eye contact will let the speaker know they have your full attention.  While the         

   other person is talking, focus on what they are saying and try not to think     

   about how you are going to respond. 
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LISTEN TO FEELINGS 
Listen to what the speaker is feeling as well as what the  

speaker is saying.  You can do this by saying occasionally  

“So what I hear you saying is that you feel…”. 

 

 

 
YOUR RESPONSE 
Keep your own responses to a minimum until the other  

person has finished talking.  After all, you are listening  

to them, not the other way around!  Let them know you  

are still hearing them by nodding your head or using  

phrases like “I see”, or even “uh huh”. 
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Listen 
 

When I ask you to listen to me 
And you start giving me advice 
 You have not done what I asked. 
 
When I ask you to listen to me 
And you begin to tell me why I shouldn’t feel that way 
 You are trampling on my feelings. 
 
When I ask you to listen to me 
And you feel you have to do something to solve my problems 
 You have failed me, strange as that may seem. 
 
When you do something for me that I can and need 

To do for myself, you contribute to my fear and weakness. 



 

 

  
 
But, when you accept as a simple fact that I do feel what I 
feel, 
 No matter how irrational, then I can quit trying to 
 Convince you and can get about the business of 

Understanding what’s behind this irrational feeling. 
And when that’s clear, the answers are 
Obvious and I don’t need advice. 

 
Irrational feelings make more sense when we understand 
what’s behind them 
 
So, please listen and just hear me.  And, if you want to talk, 
wait a few minutes for your turn and I will listen to you. 
         
Anonymous 



 

 

 

NEED SOMEONE TO LISTEN TO YOU? 
 

Sometimes we feel like we are taking care of everyone else, and no one is 

there for us.  We feel like, if things don’t change, we will burn out.  

Sometimes we don’t even know how to go about getting the support we 

need.  Below are some suggestions for helping you ask for help. 
 

WHEN TO ASK FOR HELP 
 

 When you feel like no one listens to you 

 If you feel uncomfortable asking someone to listen to you or 

to help you 

 When you feel lonely, even though you have family and friends 

 When you can’t stop thinking about something 
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HOW TO ASK FOR HELP 
 

Allow yourself to be needy.   

 It can be hard to ask for help, for a listening ear or for a 

hug.  The wonderful thing is that when you take the risk to 

ask someone directly for what you need, you are already 

nurturing and respecting yourself by simply voicing your 

concerns.  It’s acceptable to have needs.   

 So, go to your window, open it and shout, “I need  

 support!  I deserve people who love me and listen to  

 me.  This in no way diminishes my ability to survive or  

 thrive as a human being!”  (Okay, you don’t have to  

 shout…) 
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Who you gonna call? 

 Make a list of five people to call when life feels rotten.  Next 

time you feel like you could use some help, start calling.  

When you reach someone, let them know you need to talk. 
 

 You could say: 

 “I need to talk.  Do you have time to listen?” 

 “I’ve had an awful day.  Can I talk to you about it?” 

 “I feel bad and I’m not sure what’s wrong.  Can we talk?” 
 

By stating clearly that you need an ear, you avoid setting yourself up for 

disappointment by hoping your friend will guess how you feel.  By asking if 

the other person has the time to help, you are respecting that person’s 

privacy and energy.  If the person says they don’t have time to listen, 

don’t get discouraged – go on to the next person on your list. 
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We all experience conflict in our lives – from disagreements 

with parents…to clashes with people we work with…to fights 

with friends…to problems with teachers.  Everyone deals with 

conflict differently, but one thing is for sure – most problems 

and conflicts don’t go away on their own.  So how do you deal 

with problems and conflicts?  Read on to find out! 
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 10 STEPS TO DEALING WITH CONFLICT 
 

1. Agree to discuss the conflict  

2. Define the problem 

3. State what it is you want/need 

4. If possible, have a third person there to restate the problem 

so that the needs of both parties are addressed 

5. Brainstorm for solutions to the conflict 

6. Discuss which solutions might work best for both parties 

7. Make a decision to try this solution as soon as possible 

8. Agree to rethink the solution if it does not work for all parties 

involved 

9. If the solution does not work, perhaps bring in another neutral 

person to help 

10. Find a compromise if no one solution will work for both parties 

Don’t give up – you’ll get there! 
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MORE THAN FEELINGS 
Part of maintaining your mental health is dealing with emotions, like anger and sadness.  

The first step in dealing with emotions is to identify what you are feeling. 
 

Sometimes we get into the habit of ignoring or pushing our feelings down.  We may feel 

like we don’t have the right to feel a certain way (like angry, jealous or disappointed) 

or that negative feelings are “bad”.  Sometimes we may try to keep super busy with 

school or work, distract ourselves with activities, or focus on other people’s problems 

to avoid dealing with unpleasant or difficult feelings.  But, take our word for it – 

those feelings don’t go away on their own.  It’s kind of like cleaning your room – if you 

do a bit of cleaning every day, you can avoid the “spend all day shoveling out the dirt” 

cleaning. 
 

So, how can you deal with your feelings if you don’t even know what you are feeling?  

Once you know what you are feeling, you can begin to think about why you feel that 

way, and where the feeling is coming from.  Remember that feelings aren’t “good” or 

“bad”, they just are.  It is what you do with your feelings, or how you respond to 

how you are feeling that can be positive or negative. 



 

 

Feelings You May Experience 
 

 afraid   eager  indifferent        puzzled 

 aggressive   ecstatic  infatuated        regretful 

 alone    egotistical  insecure        rejected 

 amused   elated  insightful        resentful 

 angry    encouraged inspired        respected 

 annoyed   enraged  irresistible        relieved 

 apathetic   envious  irritated        sad 

 apologetic   exasperated jealous        safe 

 arrogant   excited  kind         lonely  

 self-conscious  ashamed  excluded        shamed 

 awful    fearful  lost         silly 

 bashful   forgetful  lustful        smug 

 belittled   frightened mad         stubborn 

 bitter   frustrated mellow        surprised 
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  blissful  funny  mischievous  suspicious 

  calm   furious miserable     sympathetic  

  cautious  glad  mushy    tense    

  concerned  great  needy   terrible 

  confident  greedy negative  terse 

  confused  grief  nervous  thoughtful 

  content  guilty  nonchalant           threatened           

  contemptuous   gullible nostalgic   tolerant      

  cantankerous      happy  open    unimportant  

  crabby  homesick optimistic   unloved  

  delighted  hopeful overwhelmed  unsure  

  demure  hopeless paranoid   validated 

  depressed    horrified passive  valued 

  disappointed   hurt  powerful  vulnerable 

  disapproving   hysterical powerless  wanted 

  discouraged  impressed pressured  withdrawn 

     disgusted     inadequate  pushed       worried 
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DEALING WITH ANGER  
Anger is a normal and healthy emotion.   

However, when anger gets out of control  

and turns destructive, it can cause problems  

at work, school, in personal relationships  

and your whole life.  It’s okay to feel  

angry – it’s what you do with your  

anger that is important. 
 

When you find yourself getting  

angry, what are the signals?   

For some people they are: 

 Change in your voice 

 Tight stomach  

 Clenched jaw  

 Feeling very irritated 
 

Once you know what the signs are, you  

can take steps to control your anger. 37 



 

 

TRY TO RELAX 

Take a moment to do some deep breathing.  Count slowly to 10.  Take a deep 

breath and image yourself feeling calm and relaxed. Concentrate on that feeling.  

Escape! – Go for a walk, get some fresh air. For more ideas, go back and review 

the list of activities in the section on Ways to Relieve Stress. 
 

THINK POSITIVELY 
Try replacing your negative thoughts with more positive ones. Try using   humour 

(when appropriate) to take the edge off your anger and to ease a tense  

situation.  You may even realize that what you were angry about isn’t that  

important after all.   
 

THINK BEFORE YOU REACT 

Give yourself time to listen to what is going on and to think before you react. 

Sometimes we get angry at little things when there is something else bugging us. 

Think about what is bothering you.  
 

REACT CONSTRUCTIVELY 
Channel your anger  into making a positive change.  Use your communication or 

assertiveness skills to make the situation better. 
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Feeling depressed or feeling down is 

a state that we’ve probably all been 

through at some time in our lives.  

You feel totally bummed out.  You 

want to cry and get away from  

everybody for a while.  The foods 

you love don’t taste that great and 

things that normally would have you 

in a wild excited frenzy barely 

cheer you up.  Friends ask what’s 

wrong…and you know the answer.  Your relationship just ended, you had a 

big fight with your parents, or a million other things that can make you 

feel really awful for a while. 39 



 

 

Things to Try When You’re Feeling  
   

 

 

Explore your situation and figure out why you are feeling so low.  Accept that it’s okay to 

feel this way sometimes.  Mourn, cry, write a letter saying all the things you need to say, 

or yell if you have to get it out.  Feel what you feel, give yourself time to heal and then 

move on. 
 

Take charge of your life and believe in yourself.  Change the things that must be changed 

for things to get better for you. 
 

Talk about your feelings with people who are close to you.  When you are ready to move on, 

get yourself motivated again.  Eat well and get some exercise to get your energy back up.  

Let yourself have fun again.  Respect yourself enough to care.  Tap into your “people     

resources” – friends, family, even professionals like teachers, councellors or doctors that 

are there if you need them. 
 

Take time to feel good about stuff you do well and about yourself. 

If you still feel totally down, or start to feel worse and you aren’t sure why, please talk to 

someone about how you’re feeling.  You can read more about depression later in this      

resource. 
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 POSITIVE THINKING 
 

Affirmations are strong positive statements about yourself.  They are “I am” 

statements that describe strong and positive things about yourself.  Affirma-

tions really work – we all know that if we hear or say something enough times, we 

tend to believe it. 
 

TIPS FOR WRITING AFFIRMATIONS 
 

1. Avoid negatives and words like should.  For example, “I should stop 

being a bad person”. 

2. Write strong and positive statements like “I am a good person and 

can look for the good in others”. 

3. Keep affirmations in the present tense such as “Today I will…” 

4. Try starting your affirmations with “I”, as in “I am  



 

 

Now you are ready to begin using  

affirmations.  Every morning when you get 

up, choose an affirmation.  Write it down on 

a piece of paper if you think you’ll forget it.  

Carry it with you and practice saying it to 

yourself a few times during the day.  Say 

affirmations anytime that you find yourself 

speaking negatively to yourself.  For example, 

if a friend is mad at you because you don’t 

want to go to a movie with her, you might 

start thinking to yourself “I am a bad friend.  

I am selfish and mean”.  Instead, use an  

affirmation to “attack” that negative 

thought.  Try to challenge that negative, 

critical voice with positive, rational, happy 

statements.   

 

We all know the power of positive thinking.  

It takes practice, but it really works! 42 



 

 

CHANGES IN MENTAL HEALTH 
 

We are mentally healthy when we can cope with the demands of        

everyday life in a positive way.  Mental health depends on: 

 

 healthy eating habits 

 regular exercise 

 close friends and family 

 hobbies and creative activities 

 having sense of purpose 

 

Changes in mental health occur in a number of ways.  Mental health  

challenges occur when people experience psychological or behavioural 

symptoms that reduce their abilities to cope with daily life.  These may 

include changes in perceptions, thoughts and moods. 
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A person may show: 
 lack of concentration and confusion 

 poor memory 

 lack of interest in friends and  

     activities 

 changes in mood 

 changes in sleep/eating patterns 

 changed behaviour  

 hallucinations, delusions and other 

changes in perception 
 

Mental health challenges can be caused  
by any combination of: 

 challenging life events 

 changes to brain structure and/or      

chemistry 

 genetic factors 
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 Mental health challenges can be treated with a 
combination of: 

 

 support of friends and family 

 medication 

 professional therapy 

 peer support  

 employment and academic support 

 lifestyle changes 
 

 

Many people live perfectly “regular”  

lives and you would never know that  

they live with mental health challenges. 
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Stigma is when an attribute, trait or disorder causes a person to be labeled as 

unacceptably different from other people.  Many people do not understand what 

mental illness really is.  They believe the stories they read in the papers and 

the characters they see in movies.  Often these are not accurate examples of 

people with mental health challenges. 

Stigma comes from fear and misunderstanding.  It’s hard enough to deal with a 

mental health problem itself but many people also have to live with the cruel 

names, dirty looks, laughter, fear and judgment of people who don’t understand 

their struggles. 
 

Terms related to stigma are: 
 Stereotype: a “generalization” which lacks information to make a fair 

judgment. 

 Prejudice: an adverse opinion without just grounds. 

 Discrimination: the act of judging/treating others differently based 

on our stereotypes and prejudices. 
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 Myths and Facts 

 

     You probably know some things about mental 

      illness already.  Maybe your best friend is 

      losing weight and you’re worried that she 

      might be anorexic.  Or maybe a guy in one 

of your classes was just diagnosed with schizophrenia.  Maybe you heard 

about a celebrity who is taking antidepressants. You want to know more.  You 

want some answers to your questions.  Well, let’s see if we can provide them. 
 

You’ve heard a lot of stuff about mental illness from movies, TV, family   

members – lots of people!  But the truth is that what you’ve heard is often 

just opinion – it is not based on medical research.  We are going to look at a 

few myths that you might have heard…and we’ll try to set the record straight! 
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Myth: People my age don’t have mental health challenges.  Problems they 

have are just a part of growing up. 

 

Fact: Young people are at risk for mental health challenges.  Most of 

these cases go untreated because of lack of information.  That’s 

why getting help early is so important. 

 

 

Myth:  Psychiatric disorders aren’t real medical illnesses like cancer or 

heart disease. 

 

Fact: Chemicals in your brain and things that happen in the environment 

affect your brain just like they affect other organs in your body.  

Brain disorders are real and very common. 
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Myth: Mental health challenges, say like depression, come from being lazy 

or weak.  People can “snap out of it” if they really want to. 

 

Fact: Mental health challenges have nothing to do with a personality flaw.  

They happen because of a lot of factors that include changes in 

brain chemistry (can affect the messages being sent around your 

brain).  Medication, therapy, and lifestyle changes can be useful to 

help people recover.  

 

Myth: People with mental health challenges are not intelligent or are 

“mentally handicapped”. 

 

Fact: Mental health has nothing to do with intelligence.  Anyone –  

 doctors, lawyers, teachers, students, parents – can have periods of 

mental distress. 
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Myth: Most people never recover from, or manage, a mental health  

 challenge.  Once you’ve got one, that’s it! – you’re “crazy”! 
 

Fact: People recover from cancer, heart attacks, and car accidents.  They 

learn to live with diabetes, colitis – you name it.  Our bodies are good 

at healing and our brains are no different.  Some people get better 

with medication or therapy, while others only need the support of 

family and friends to get healthy and stay that way. 

 

Myth: People with an mental health challenge like schizophrenia are  

   dangerous and violent. 
 

Fact: Most people with this challenge are withdrawn, quiet and shy, not  

 violent.  People believe this myth because of what they see in the 

movies or on TV.  Just remember, the idea of a violent, crazy guy 

sells more movie tickets than a movie about a quiet, decent mom who 

manages her illness with medication.  Don’t always believe things you 

see on TV. 
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Okay.  Now you know what’s not true.  So, what is true then?  Let’s talk 

about some of the mental health challenges that are most common. If you 

want more information about any of these topics, check out some of the 

websites at the back of this resource. 
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Everyone gets nervous or anxious at one 
time or another, especially in reaction to 
stress.  But if these feelings start to 
interfere with a person’s life and stop 
them from doing activities they’re used 
to doing, they might have an anxiety  
disorder.  Anxiety disorders are the 
most common mental health challenges.  
About 1 in 8 people will have at least one 
of these illnesses in their lifetime.  
There are about 7 different kinds of 
anxiety disorders, all of which can be 
helped by medication or therapy.  Let’s 
look at them a little closer… 
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Panic Disorder:  
 

Panic attacks are the main symptom of most  

anxiety disorders.  During an attack, a person 

might feel an intense sense of fear, have trouble 

breathing, feel their heart racing, or feel dizzy, 

numb or nauseous.  These symptoms could be 

brought on by anything that they might feel  

anxious about.  If the attacks occur often and 

unexpectedly, it’s called panic disorder.  Usually 

people with panic disorder have a constant sense 

of fear in between attacks, because they never 

know when another one will hit.  This could cause 

them to change their behaviour.  They might go 

out less, stay clear of crowded places, or avoid 

loud settings. 53 



 

 
Phobias are intense, irrational fears of a thing or a situation.  It could be a 

specific phobia like being afraid of spiders, flying, blood, heights...anything!  

Or, it could be a social phobia which means that a person is really afraid of 

being embarrassed, judged, watched or humiliated by other people.  Both of 

these kinds of phobias result in avoidance.   

For example, someone might refuse to go  

camping because they’re intensely afraid of  

spiders.  Or they might avoid the cafeteria  

at all costs because they are afraid to eat  

in front of other people. 
 

Agoraphobia is an extreme form of panic disorder or social phobia in 

which people have a fear of open or public places.  They might be so afraid 

of having a panic attack in public, or being scrutinized by others, that they 

end up avoiding almost all social situations like school or work, making it real-

ly hard to lead a normal life. 
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Generalized Anxiety Disorder is a prolonged and recurring feeling 

of stress and anxiety about everyday things like family issues, money, 

school, or friends that other people might not find worrisome at all.  A 

person would feel constantly uneasy more days than not and have physical 

symptoms too, like drowsiness, muscle tension, headaches, hot flashes, 

restlessness, irritability, or problems sleeping. 
 

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, or OCD, is a stressful disorder in 

which individuals have intrusive or disturbing thoughts and feelings 

(obsessions) that they try to ease by performing ritual behaviours 

(compulsions).  For example, someone could be excessively worried about 

getting dirty, being contaminated with germs, or coming into contact with 

anything unclean.  To try and ease the stress from this worry, they might 

become compulsive washers, soaping and scrubbing their hands for 10 

minutes or more after touching a doorknob, or cleaning their house from 

top to bottom over and over again. 
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Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder  

 

Known as PTSD for short, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder is a form 

of anxiety that can be brought on by a specific and terrifying event.  

Being the victim or witness of a major accident, abuse, war, or any  

disturbing event can bring on this kind of anxiety.  People who have 

this disorder may struggle with vivid nightmares where they relive 

the event. They may have sudden flashbacks, or feel irritable, 

jumpy, numb and agitated. 

 

PTSD is also associated with sleeping problems and avoidance of     

people or situations that bring the event to mind. 
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Anxiety disorders are common.  Having an anxiety disorder does not mean that 

you’re crazy or that you’re losing your mind.  But, if you think that you or 

someone you know might be struggling with any of these disorders, getting 

help is the first step towards getting better. 

 

You can talk to your family doctor if you have questions or symptoms.   

Sometimes anxiety can be relieved by doing something as simple as changing 

your diet (less caffeine), getting more exercise, or getting more sleep.   

 

If the anxiety is severe, your doctor can refer you to a specialist.  There are 

different kinds of therapies that help treat anxiety.  There are also many 

medications that help.  Don’t sweat it.  Anxiety disorders can be overcome! 

 

Anxiety disorders often go hand in hand with depression and it’s  

important to tackle both in order to start feeling better.  So now let’s talk 

about depression and some of the other mood disorders. 
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Mood Disorders 
 

Depression is more than just feeling sad.  We all feel down now and again, however 

clinical depression is severe and causes lifestyle changes.  It persists for longer 

than 2 weeks, and it can make someone withdraw from their family, friends and 

favorites activities.   

Some symptoms of depression are: 

Sleeping too little or too much 

Feeling restless and agitated  

Trouble concentrating 

Feeling hopeless, or blaming themselves for everything 

A drastic change in eating habits (eat very little or too much) 

Losing interest in things a person usually enjoys, or having no motivation 

Thinking about suicide, death, dying or harming oneself 

Having a lot of these symptoms is called major depressive disorder and, like  

anxiety, there are lots of different types of mood disorders.  Let’s go over them… 
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Some kinds of mood disorders are brought on  

by changes.  It could be a change in the environment,  

like in seasonal affective disorder.  This is a  

depression that starts in winter time when  

people are exposed to less sunlight.   

 

Changes in a person’s life can also bring about  

depression.  For example, it is common for new  

mothers to feel depressed after giving birth.   

This ranges in severity, with most women  

experiencing what is known as “baby blues” -  

a general feeling of sadness linked to things  

like hormones, loss of freedom, and lifestyle  

changes that accompany the new baby, as well  

as other family issues that might arise  

– to postpartum depression. 
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You might be starting to notice that depression is a broad term with lots of 

different symptoms and disorders falling under it.  No two people experience 

it in the same way.  Take for example psychotic depression and dysthymia.  

Psychotic depression is rare. When someone has this kind of depressive  

episode, they might experience hallucinations and start to see or hear things 

that aren’t real.  They could also have delusions, which means that they start 

to believe things that aren’t true.  This kind of depression is hard to ignore 

and getting help from a professional is a necessary first step. 
 

Dysthymia, on the other hand, is a chronic form of depression.  Usually  

people don’t feel the extreme sadness of major depression and they have 

fewer symptoms, so they might think it’s not important.  Generally they have 

less energy and do not get as excited about the things they like, or they 

might enjoy them less.  Within a year, they might have more sad days than 

not and they may begin to convince themselves that feeling sad is just normal.  

But just like psychotic depression and the other forms of depression we’ve 

talked about, dysthymia is real and can be treated.  People should not 

feel sad most of the time! 60 



 

 

  

The other kind of mood disorder that 

we’re going to talk about is bipolar  

disorder.  You may have heard this called 

by its other name, manic depression.  The 

main characteristic of this condition is 

the extreme differences in mood, energy, 

and behaviour that are experienced  

between episodes of depression.  When 

not depressed, someone could experience 

feelings that are almost the opposite of  

sadness. 
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Their brain becomes over stimulated and 

they will have at least 3 of these  

symptoms: 

 Their mind races, making it hard to 

concentrate 

 They are easily distracted and  

   hyper 

 They don’t need very much sleep 

because they’ve got tons of energy 

 They have high self-esteem and 

might feel invincible 

 They take risks by overdoing   

   hazardous things like dangerous    

  driving, having frequent and  

   unprotected sex, and spending large  

   amounts of money 
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Disordered Eating & Eating Disorders 
 

Disordered eating refers to any kind of abnormal eating.  It could be  

skipping breakfast, not eating specific foods, habitual dieting or overeating.  

Not getting the energy and nutrients your body needs can lead to feelings 

of depression, decreased ability to think or play sports and risks to bone 

health, physical growth and brain development.   

Learning the facts about nutrition and that diets don't work are only part 

of becoming healthy again.  Disordered eating can be more about what’s 

eating you, than bad eating habits. Being able to talk out feelings with a 

friend or counselor could make the difference. 

Why do some people develop full blown eating disorders, while others do 

not?  You could say that when it comes to eating disorders, our culture 

loads the gun by promoting fake and unhealthy beauty ideals.  Trauma, 

stress or changing life events often pull the trigger.   
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  SOMEONE EXPERIENCING AN EATING DISORDER 

 MAY: 

  - Be obsessed with their appearance 

  - Weigh themselves frequently 

  - Avoid eating with others  

  - Make abusive remarks about themselves 

  - Seem depressed or irritable 

  - See themselves as fat when they are not  

   (have a distorted body image) 

  - Be severely preoccupied with food, weight and  

   exercise 
 

An eating disorder is a chronic, progressive illness meaning it will only get 

worse if left untreated.  Eating disorders have the highest death rate of 

any mental illness.  Getting better is more possible the earlier treatment 

starts with dieticians and counselors trained in treating eating disorders. 



 

 

 TYPES OF EATING DISORDERS 
 

Anorexia Nervosa has the following symptoms: 

 Drastic weight loss or weight staying below a healthy level 

 Intense fear of gaining weight & distorted body image 

 Possible loss of menstrual cycle (or has not started by age 17) 

Binge Eating Disorder, also known as compulsive overeating.  Everyone 

overeats from time to time, but a person experiencing this disorder 

will overeat on a regular basis, not stopping even if they are full, and 

often feeling out of control. 

Bulimia Nervosa is characterized by uncontrolled, secretive binge  

eating followed by purging.   Again, both of these symptoms occur reg-

ularly and are beyond a person’s ability to change or control.  

Eating Disorder Not Otherwise Specified is used when symptoms do 

not fall neatly into one of the above types, or when there is a mix of 

anorexia and/or bulimia and/or binge-eating symptoms. 
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 EATING DISORDERS ARE NOT A CHOICE 

 

75% of youth who have an eating disorder, say it developed from an 

“innocent” diet.  While dieting may have been a choice, developing an  

eating disorder is not.  Eating disorders take on a life of their own,  

without anyone being able to see how this illness takes control of the  

person who suffers from it. 

 

NOT SO GLAMOROUS effects of EATING DISORDERS: 

 Hair loss, tooth decay 

 Changes in brain structure  

 Permanent damage to internal organs 

 Heart complications with bulimia and anorexia 

 Increased risk of suicide 
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A problem with anorexia that is usually not  

experienced with the other eating disorders is that,  

because of the person’s distorted body image, they  

often don’t realize they have a problem and may just  

think they are dieting like anyone else.  If you think  

this is happening with one of your friends, it’s important  

to talk to them about it or notify someone who can help  

them, like a teacher, a school counselor, or a  

parent.  Trust your instincts if you’re  

worried – chances are you’re  

right.  
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Schizophrenia 
 
Schizophrenia is a disorder of thought and 
perception.  It is often mistaken for other 
mental health challenges such as “split  
personality disorder” which it is not.  It is 
important for you to be familiar with this 
disorder because the first symptoms often 
appear between the ages of 16 and 30 
years.   
With schizophrenia a person will, from time 
to time, feel like they are losing touch with  
reality.  They might have delusions,  
hallucinations, or an inability to “think 
straight”.  The common myth is that, during 
these episodes, a person with schizophrenia 
will become dangerous, violent and “crazy”.  
This is not the case.   
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Usually this is a scary experience because it might 

be hard to figure out what is real and what is not, 

so the person will usually withdraw and become  

isolated. 

 

Fortunately, many people lead normal lives in  

between experiences.  Others suffer some  

symptoms most of the time, but with therapy and 

medication it is possible to learn to cope with the 

experiences.  It is not fully understood how or why 

this disorder is triggered, but researchers have 

found a lot of effective treatments for it.  The key 

is to get help early, so if you or any one you know 

have been experiencing any of the symptoms listed 

here, talk to your doctor about it. 



 

 
 

So far we’ve covered anxiety disorders, mood disorders, eating disorders 

and thought disorders.  Do any of these symptoms sound familiar?  Don’t 

be surprised if they do.  Mental health challenges are really common, but 

it’s hard to get better without a little help.  So it’s important to talk 

about what’s going on in your mind.  Go ahead; bring it up with your best 

friend, your parents, your doctor – anyone you trust.  It might not sound 

like a big deal, but it could save your life or the life of someone you care 

about. 

 

If anything, it will at least make you and your friends more comfortable 

with mental health challenges so that you can easily talk about it in the 

future if something does come up. 



 

 

Ways of Coping 
 

Without help, people usually try to cope with 

anxiety, depression and other issues by  

themselves.  Some coping strategies are great 

and help you get through a rough time (we 

talked about some good strategies for coping 

with stress). 

 

On the other hand, there are other ways of 

coping that aren’t so productive. 
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Drinking and DrugsDrinking and Drugs  
  

Drinking and using drugs are sometimes a quick fix for      Drinking and using drugs are sometimes a quick fix for      

escaping problems that are hard to deal with alone.          escaping problems that are hard to deal with alone.          

Obviously these kinds of habits create more problems than Obviously these kinds of habits create more problems than 

solutions, like addiction, overdoses, lifestyle changes and solutions, like addiction, overdoses, lifestyle changes and 

death to name just a few.  Alcohol and drugs can actually death to name just a few.  Alcohol and drugs can actually 

make mental health challenges worse or even cause some.make mental health challenges worse or even cause some.  
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There’s another negative way of coping that some teens turn to; 

self-harm.  Self -harm is when you hurt or injure yourself on purpose.  

This is most commonly done by cutting or burning, but it could also be by 

punching yourself, throwing your body against something, pulling out your hair 

or eyelashes, scratching or picking at your skin, swallowing things that are not 

edible, or inserting painful objects into your body.  
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If you’ve never hurt yourself as a way to cope, it might be hard to understand 

why someone would choose to do that.  Some reasons that people have given are: 

 Pain makes them feel more alive when they feel 

numb or dead inside 

 Punishing themselves relieves feelings of shame or 

guilt for a little while 

 When it’s too difficult to talk to anyone, it’s a way 

of saying they need help 

 It’s something they can control when other parts of 

their life may seem out of control 
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Sometimes people start harming themselves because it’s a common way of 

coping in their groups of friends and they are encouraged or pressured 

into doing it, too. 

 

Just like using drugs or alcohol as a quick way to cope with feelings, 

harming yourself only helps for short periods at a time – if at all.  The 

scars and damage that are left behind will only add to the pain of the  

situation. 

 

Harming your body won’t help your mind get better.  Instead, find    

someone to talk to about your problems, someone who you trust to help 

you find the right kind of help instead of a quick fix. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

People with mental health struggles and pain sometime 

feel like their pain is just too much to deal with.  At this 

point, some people start thinking about suicide.  Suicidal 

ideation is a term that means having thoughts of suicide 

or thoughts of taking your own life.  Both thoughts that 

include a plan to attempt suicide and those that don’t 

include a plan are considered suicidal ideation. 
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When you’re at the lowest point of  

depression, or feel like things will never get 

better, suicide may seem like the only  

answer.  You owe it to yourself and your  

family and friends to look for support.   

Talking to someone or looking for  

professional help is the first step towards 

saving your life. 
 

If you are in crisis and are thinking about   

suicide, call a crisis centre. They can help you 

overcome the immediate urge for suicidal   

behaviour.   
 

The people at these crisis centres can give 

you the information you need, but if it’s an 

emergency, you should call 911 first. 
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After the crisis passes, you need to get help in person, as soon as  

possible.  Talk to someone about your thoughts honestly and tell them you 

need their help.  It’s often difficult to hear that someone close to you is 

considering suicide, so  realize that their reaction may first be one of  

disbelief or denial.  Let them know that you really need their help.  You can 

also ask your doctor for help. 
 

The bottom line is that suicide is never the best answer. There are many 

people in your area that are available to help you save your life and to get 

you through that dark time. 
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Getting Help 
 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s hard to decide when to get help. Most doctors agree that you should seek 

help if your problem starts to affect your life. For example, if your interactions 

with family and friends change because of mental health challenges, or if your 

school or work is affected, it’s time to talk to a professional. 
 

Seeing a psychiatrist or therapist for the first time may be a little scary.  But 

really, it’s no different than seeing a regular doctor. They’ll ask you some    

standard questions to get a better idea of who you are and how you’re feeling. 

They’ll ask you things that will help them determine if you have a mental illness 

and what kind of treatment might be best for you. 



 

 
Remember, these are trained professionals and the things they’re asking will help 

them medically assess you.  So, be honest – it’s all confidential. 

 

A lot of people are confused about the difference between therapists and psychi-

atrists.  Well, it’s pretty simple.  Psychiatrists are doctors who have studied med-

icine and graduated from medical school.  This means that they can prescribe 

medicine for you if they feel that it would best suit your situation. 

 

Therapists and psychologists don’t prescribe medicine.  Instead, they are educat-

ed to help you change things about your life that are causing you distress.  They’ll 

ask you questions about your habits, your lifestyle, your thoughts and your feel-

ings.  They’ll then suggest cognitive and behavioural solutions.  These are ways of 

thinking (cognition) and of acting that will help you live with and recover from a 

mental health problem on a day-to-day basis. 



 

 

 

Therapists and psychiatrists treat people from all backgrounds and who are 

experiencing all kinds of mental distress.  They won’t think you’re weird or 

crazy and they won’t judge you negatively.  So if you think you are  

experiencing any of the mental health challenges we have just discussed, or 

anything similar, talk to your 

family doctor.  She or he could 

refer you to a psychiatrist or 

therapist.  If you think someone 

you know and care about might 

be going through a mental 

health challenge, talk to them 

supportively and offer to help 

them find help.   

You could be a lifesaver! 
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WEBSITES 

 

For General Mental Health Organizations and Sites 
 

Beautiful Minds: www.beautifulminds.ca 

Canadian Mental Health Association: www.cmha.ca 

Canadian Mental Health Association (Ontario Division): www.ontario.cmha.ca 

Canadian Mental Health Association Waterloo Wellington Dufferin: Careful, 

this one starts with wwd, not www: wwd.cmha.ca 

Centre for Addiction and Mental Health: www.camh.ca 

Mental Health and High School: www.cmha.ca/highschool  

Mind Your Mind: www.mindyourmind.ca 

Ontario Ministry of Health and Long Term Care: www.health.gov.on.ca 

Sound Off: soundoffca.ca 

Teen Mental Health: www.teenmentalhealth.org 

The Jack Project: www.jack.org  
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   For Information on Specific Issues 
  

Anxiety Disorders Association of Canada: 

www.anxietycanada.ca/  
Hamilton Health Sciences – McMaster  

Anxiety Clinic: www.macanxiety.com 

Early Psychosis Intervention Program: 

www.psychosissucks.ca 

Kidshealth (self-harm information): 

www.kidshealth.org 

Mood Disorders Canada: 

www.mooddisorderscanada.ca 

National Eating Disorders Information  

Centre: www.nedic.ca 

Resource for Schizophrenia/ Schizoaffective Disorder and Bipolar  

Disorder: www.choicesinrecovery.com 

Schizophrenia Society of Ontario: www.schizophrenia.on.ca 83 
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For Information on Suicide 
 

Canadian Association for Suicide Prevention: www.suicideprevention.ca 

Suicide Awareness/Voices of Education: www.save.org 

Waterloo Region Suicide Prevention Council: wrspc.ca 

Suicide Awareness Council of Wellington-Dufferin:  

    suicideawarenesscouncil.wordpress.com 

 

For Information on Substance Use 
 
Canada’s Anti-Drug Strategy:     

    www.nationalantidrugstrategy.gc.ca/ 

Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse:     

    www.ccsa.ca    
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Some Great Apps 
 

Always There is a space to log your feelings, 

flip through youth-submitted tips, quotes, 

and jokes aimed at helping you cope with 

stress. You can even use it to connect with 

someone if you need to talk. 

SAM (Self-help Anxiety Management) offers 

a range of self-help methods for managing 

anxiety 

Optimism Mental Health Apps are self-

tracking applications that help you increase 

your understanding of all the things that affect your mental health. The apps 

act as a springboard to detect patterns in your health and develop strategies 

to proactively manage mental health conditions 
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Beautiful Minds 
 

Canadian Mental Health Association Waterloo Wellington Dufferin 
 

Centre for Addiction and Mental Health 
 

Region of Waterloo Public Health 
 

Mood Disorders Association of Waterloo Region 
 

Children’s Mental Health Community Advisory  Committee—Wellington 
 

Grand River Hospital Psychiatric and Mental Health Program 
 

Lutherwood 
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Homewood Health 
 

Self Help Alliance 
 

Waterloo Region District School Board 
 

Waterloo Catholic District School Board 
 

Waterloo Region Suicide Prevention Council 
 

Waterloo Regional Police 
 

Waterloo Regional Homes for Mental Health  
 

Waterloo Region ACTT Team – Regional Health Care London 

(Assertive Community Treatment & Transition Team) 
 

Schizophrenia Society of Waterloo Region 
 

Student and Parent representation  
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Waterloo Region 
 
Here 24/7 Addictions, Mental 
Health and Crisis Services: 
……………..……(844) 473-3247 
Here247.ca 
 
Distress Centre (supportive listening): 
……………..……(519) 745-1166 
 
Family & Children’s Services 
Kitchener - Waterloo: 
………………......(519) 576-0540 
 
Family & Children’s Services 
Cambridge: 
………………..…(519) 623-6538 

Ontario Wide 
 
Mental Health Helpline 
………………...1-866-531-2600 
*www.mentalhealthhelpline.ca 
 
Kid’s Help Phone: 
………………...1-800-668-6868 
*www.kidshelpphone.ca 
 
Lesbian Gay Bi Trans  
Youth Line: 
……………….. 1-800-268-9688 
*www.youthline.ca 
 

*These sites have free online chats if 
you don’t want to call. 

Wellington County 
 
Here 24/7 Addictions, Mental 
Health and Crisis Services: 
……………..……(844) 473-3247 
Here247.ca 
 
Youth Support Line (supportive listening): 

………………..….(519) 821-5469 
Toll Free 
……………...…...1-888-821-3760 
 
Family & Children’s Services: 
…………….….....(519) 824-2410 
Toll Free……..…1-800-265-8300 
 

Need to talk to someone NOW? 

All of these places offer free, confidential, help. All you have to do is go online or pick up the phone. 


