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Talking To Adolescents and Teens:  
Things to Consider 

 

 

What kind of symptoms is the child/teen experiencing?  
 

If there is self-injury (such as cutting or hair pulling), threat of harming self or others (including discussion 

of suicide), or a disconnection with reality (hearing or seeing things that aren’t there, or having strange 

thoughts) then you should seek help from a mental health professional as soon as possible. Symptoms like 

irritability, changes in sleep or appetite, and loss of interest in certain activities that the child/teen used to 

enjoy, could be associated with puberty or be early signs of a mental health problem.    
 

How long have the symptoms been going on?  
 

Has your child been struggling over the last few days? Weeks? Months? Now that you’ve determined what 

symptoms your child is experiencing, it’s important to establish when symptoms started, whether they are 

persistent or come and go, and if they have gotten worse over time. Mental health problems tend to last for 

longer than 1-3 days. Feeling consistently “off” for weeks, is a good sign that you need to seek a 

professional assessment. 
 

When are the symptoms the worst, and do they follow patterns? 
 

As you learn about your child’s symptoms, you may notice that they are associated closely with certain 

situations. For instance, if your child/teen is worried every morning before school and sad afterward, but 

seemingly better on weekends, this could be a sign of bullying or other difficulties with their peer group 

and be best addressed by finding a way to improve their school environment. In cases of girls and young 

women, mood swings may align with hormonal cycles and require little or no action, or an evaluation from 

a gynecologist. Maybe changes in mood are due to a triggering event, like a fight with a friend or trauma.  

In these moments, it’s important to identify the triggering event and provide a safe space for your child to 

express and work through thoughts and feelings. On the other hand, some events or situations may act 

signs or symptoms of a mental health problem. For instance, if your child/teen has a minor physical 

problem (i.e. ache or bump), obsesses over the problem and seems convinced they are dying because of it, 

or struggles to breath when worrying, they could be showing signs of an anxiety problem.  Taking notice 

of details can help determine the nature of problems and what kind of actions you should take to best 

address them. 
 

Where to Start Getting Help 
 

• School support staff. If you feel like your child needs accommodations in school, it’s worthwhile 

to start early in soliciting support from the school system.  The process of obtaining an 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) can be daunting and complicated, but hang in there.  You 

will first have to request an evaluation.  It is best to do this in writing.  Having prior treatment or 

testing through a psychologist might help you to talk about why your child is eligible and 

conceptualize the kinds of changes that can help in school.  Until then, other school support staff 

(guidance counselor, school social worker, or a teacher) might also provide extra support and 

guidance. Learn more about IEPs at http://www2.ed.gov/parents/needs/speced/iepguide/index.html.  

• Your family doctor. Pediatricians and primary care doctors are not mental health professionals, 

but some are trained to recognize the symptoms of mental health disorders and can help to 

distinguish between other health problems. You may want to start by calling your child’s doctor to 
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discuss symptoms over the phone.  They can decide based on your conversation whether you 

should bring your child in for an office visit, or make a referral to another professional. 

Dealing with your own feelings 
 

It's normal for you to have an emotional reaction to this conversation, too. Here are common reactions: 
 

• Fear and Anxiety – You’re not sure what to do.  You knew someone with a mental health 

condition and life was rough for them.  It’s ok and normal to have these thoughts, but important to 

remain composed during a conversation with your child.  Do your best focus on your child’s needs 

and concerns as they confide in you.  They are likely already fearful and nervous about what they 

have been experiencing and are looking to you for support, guidance, and reassurance.  Once 

you’ve finished having a conversation with your child, get informed.  Keep in mind that almost 60 

million Americans have a diagnosable mental health condition in any given year. The vast majority 

of people with mental health conditions live full, productive, healthy lives with proper treatment. 

• Sadness or Disappointment – It hurts to see your child hurting.  Life can be hard enough, and as a 

parent, naturally you don’t want life to be any more difficult for your child than it has to be.  It’s ok 

to let your child know that it’s hard for you to learn that they are struggling, but reassure him or her 

that their struggles don’t mean that they have let you down. Getting early and proper support and 

treatment for mental health problems can help get your child back on a better path.   

• Disbelief – “Not my kid.” “How can this be happening?” Confusion and disbelief may be your 

initial reaction to hearing that your child is having problems, but pretending like it isn’t happening 

doesn’t make it any less real. Mental health conditions are real, and common, and most of the time 

symptoms start during youth.  It is important to take your child seriously if they’ve come to, 

because the sooner you are able to address their problems, the more likely they will be to get better.  

• Guilt – It can be easy to think about all the “what ifs”, and things you should have or could have 

done when your child tells you they are struggling with their mental health.  While it can be easy to 

think this way, it certainly isn’t helpful.  Keep your focus on what your child has told you and how 

you can help him or her moving forward, rather than dwelling on the past. You can’t change what 

has already happened, but you can make a big difference in what will happen.  

It’s a parent’s job to raise their child, but ultimately that child is or is becoming his or her own person 

(especially during and after puberty). Parent cannot control genetic expression, or every element of the 

environment that affects the child. Even so, just as there are risk factors for development of mental health 

conditions, there are also protective factors that help to combat risk, and prevent symptoms from becoming 

more severe or frequent.  Do your part to learn more about protective factors and ways to foster resilience 

in your child and put them into action. Don’t forget about the good that you’ve done as a parent.  Think 

about the qualities you’ve instilled in your child to make them strong, and help them cope with problems.  

Thank them for placing trust in you and which led to their feeling safe and able to seek help.  Think about 

how you can continue to reinforce those qualities as you provide support to your child in their time of 

need.  
 

Regardless of which particular feelings you have after a discussion with your child about their mental 

health, it is important to seek support for yourself as you seek support for your child.  Talk to friends and 

loved ones. Join an online support group. You are not alone and may be able to glean valuable lessons 

from others who have sought help for their children.   
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