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CHAPTER TWO

How to Recognize
31gNSs of Distress

It was a typical day for high school sophomore Jamie Gorman—
until it wasn’t. At the mall with a group of friends, she suddenly
began to feel sick. Dizzy and shaky, her fingers tingling, she
struggled to breathe. She felt incredibly overwhelmed. Her
friends knew that something was not right and got her to sit
down and unlock her phone. “They immediately called my dad
so he could talk to me. They found a water bottle for me,” she
recalls. “They sat with me; they were just there for me.”'® The
sophomores at Gorman'’s school had just taken part in the Teen
Mental Health First Aid training course. As a result, Gorman’s
friends knew how to recognize the signs of a mental health cri-
sis and how to react. Having her friends calm and confident
during her panic attack was very comforting.

Knowing that her friends had learned about mental health is-
sues helped Gorman feel more confident sharing what she was
going through when she struggled with anxiety.

“| felt they were more receptive and more aware of the pos-
sibilities of what | could be feeling,” she says. “Having a group of
friends and all being honest with each other about the way that
we're feeling made us feel so much better. Like, I’'m not the only
one who's feeling really stressed before math class, you know?”1°

Changes in Behavior
Even if you have not taken a course in mental health first aid, it
is still possible to learn to recognize the signs of mental distress.




“Having a group of friends

S i e feel sh b and all being honest with
ometimes people feel shame or embar- each other about the way

rassment about what they are experienc- that we’re feeling made us
ing. Because of this, they might try to hide feel so much better. Like, I'm
their symptoms or avoid talking about the not the only one who's feel-
scary feelings they may be having. Even so, ing really SHEESES befo”re

, _ , _ math class, you know?”°
you may notice changes in their behavior.

Secrecy can be an indicator that teens —Jamie Gormar, aCCHISENE
are struggling. A desire to hide what is re-
ally going on in their lives can result in certain behaviors. Friends
could be less open when you talk with them, change the sub-
ject frequently, or avoid hanging out in situations where they might
have to have more in-depth conversations. Or they could be more
guarded over their personal bodily space and personal items such
as their backpack or locker, or they may no longer invite you to
their home or into their room.

Other changes in behavior to look out for are increases in
unsafe or risky behaviors. This could include drug use, alcohol
use, unsafe driving, risky sex, or excessive spending. “We . . .
see higher levels of risk taking or risky behaviors among some
teenagers who are struggling emotionally,” says psychologist Lisa
Damour. “Teenagers who are under severe stress or feeling iso-
lated are more likely to engage in risky behaviour.”® These be-
haviors are especially a red flag if your friend has not engaged
in them before. Behavior that seems uncharacteristic or out of
control may be an indication that a friend feels out of control in
other areas of life as well.

Differences in performance in school or extracurriculars such
as sports can also be red flags. If former straight A students
are getting Cs and Ds or star athletes are not showing up for
after-school practices, take note. Behavioral changes do not
always mean that peers are having mental health crises. After
all, everyone has off days. But if those days keep happening,
it is an indication that something is going on in their emotional
lives that they are not processing well, and they could probably
use support.
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Some schools have programs that
help students recognize signs of
mental illness and figure out how to
react. It is important to stay calm and
provide support to such a person.

A friend who is struggling with disordered eating may also
present with behavior changes surrounding food. You may notice
a new obsession with food, calories, and restriction of food in
general or of certain food groups. Your friend might avoid eat-
ing in front of other people, have strange rituals around food, or
make frequent trips to the bathroom after eating. Those with eat-
ing disorders also might become more secretive generally and
hypercritical of their bodies.

Physical Symptoms

During Dasia Bandy’s senior year of high school, one of her friends
confided in her that he was gay. Since she was the only one who
knew, she helped him brainstorm ways that he could come out to
his parents. But these conversations seemed to leave him sadder
and more withdrawn. “Soon, the majority of our conversations
were about his sadness, fear of being targeted, and lack of con-
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fidence,” Bandy explains. “So | encouraged him to do more fun
activities with me, such as attending parties, watching movies,
and roller skating. As we filled our schedules, | noticed he began
to stop talking about his sadness.”?’

But Bandy began to notice other signs that her friend was not
okay, including cutting marks on his arms. He stopped working at
his job and then stopped speaking to her. When he reached back
out, Bandy encouraged him to find a therapist. “My friend eventu-
ally discovered a therapist that worked well for him and came out
of the closet to his aunt after several sessions,”?? she says.

Mental health does not just involve the mind, it affects our
bodies as well. Often depression and anxiety, and especially eat-
ing disorders, present with physical symptoms or physical evi-
dence of a crisis. These include self-harming behaviors, such as
the cutting that Bandy noticed with her friend. Other changes in
physical appearance are personal hygiene, which could include
infrequent showering, not changing clothes, general disinterest
in self-care, and noticeable weight fluctuations. Or you might no-
tice an abrupt change in a friend’s fashion choices or hair color or

Self-Harming Behaviors

Self-harm can be anger directed inward out of a desire to inflict pain or
punishment. It can also be a way to relieve emotional pain or distress by
focusing on something that causes physical pain. Sometimes it is moti-
vated by a desire for others to notice their distress and offer support. The
self-harming behavior that you might be most familiar with is cutting, but
there are other forms that are important to recognize. Cutting, burning,
scratching, and aggressive picking at the skin can all be self-harming be-
haviors. Intentional hitting of objects, such as punching a wall, or placing
oneself in physical danger in other ways, can also be self-harming behav-
iors. Most often the areas of the body that someone might inflict self-harm
upon are the forearms, torso, thighs, wrists, and hands. Sometimes this is
motivated by a desire to hide wounds and scars from others. Wearing long
sleeves, pants, or sweatshirts when not weather appropriate and avoiding
changing clothes in front of others could also indicate that someone could
be hiding self-harm injuries.




Someone who is experiencing

depression might have a hard time

paying attention or staying awake in

class. These are among the physical
4 symptoms that can signal a crisis.

style. Alternatively, a new obsession with personal appearance
and presentation could emerge. You could also observe physi-
cal symptoms resulting from a lack of sleep, such as sluggish
behavior, tiredness, and a hard time paying attention or stay-
ing awake in class. Other physical symptoms can include aches
and pains, shortness of breath, dizziness, chest pain, and head-
aches. A friend with an eating disorder might also experience
dizziness, fainting, dental problems, and cold hands, or the teen
might always be bundled up due to experiencing a lower body
temperature.

Emotional Symptoms

After learning the signs of mental health distress, Oliver Hernandez-
Norris realized that one of his friends might be experiencing depres-
sion. His friend seemed angry a lot, no longer wanted to take part
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