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INTRODUCTION


Welcome to Let’s Talk: A Boy’s Guide to Mental Health.


Wait, what is mental health, exactly?


Ah, good question. Let’s cut to the chase here. Mental health relates to how you are feeling mentally, i.e. what is going on in your mind. In the same way that your physical health relates to how you are feeling physically, in your body. 


Examples of physical health issues are: a broken arm, a twisted ankle, catching a cold or the flu.


Examples of mental health issues are: depression, anxiety, stress.


Don’t worry if some of these words are a little unfamiliar, because this book will help you understand the different types 
of mental health issues and offer advice on coping with any you may encounter.


Primarily, though, the aim of this book is to equip you with ways to make sure you stay in good mental health by talking openly about your feelings and being aware of your emotional needs. In your teens, if not before, you will likely face some difficult times – such as worrying about exams or school work, or maybe friendship or relationship problems – but you will get through them and the advice in this book will help.




‘BUT I DON’T WANT TO TALK!’





I HEAR YOU SAY!


OK, let’s address this title thing. 


Talking DOESN’T have to involve talking to another person, although this will certainly be something that can really help people process any issues regarding mental health. First and foremost, the conversation you should be having is with...


YOURSELF!


Think of it like an inner voice you have before you take a test at school, play a football or basketball game or perform a song on your guitar.


Whatever it is, you mentally prepare by saying things like…
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Even reading this book is a form of conversation, and hopefully I will be able to share a lot of positive tips to help keep your mind and mental health in tip-top condition.




 


 


 


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


I would recommend reading this book from beginning to end to gain a real understanding of your mental health and recognize when others might need support too. There’s also cool stuff about how the brain works and ways to open a conversation around mental health if you do want to talk about it with someone else.


You will learn techniques and actionable tips to keep yourself in good mental health. These are skills that will help throughout your life, not just your teens.


The contents page will, of course, signpost you toward specific mental health conditions if you already know the one you want advice on.


And if you don’t quite know what might be wrong, we have put together a simple quiz in Chapter 1 to pinpoint what support you (or someone you know) might need.




“NO, THAT’S IT - I’M OFF,”





This is something my teenage son might say.


But I think he would also be astute enough to hang on to a book like this. Not because it is written by his dad but more because he’d recognize that even though he might be feeling good in his mind one day, on another day he might feel sad, anxious or stressed.


What do you do when you don’t feel very good in yourself? Who do you tell? How can you feel happy again? 


The answer to all those questions begins with the very thing that you are holding in your hands. Clue: it isn’t the Xbox controller, it’s this book! And it’s here whenever you feel you need some help or support.




 


 


 


 


TIP: GIVE YOUR MIND A BREAK FROM THE SCREEN


Fact: One in three internet users across the globe is UNDER 18!


I am hoping there will be nothing in this book that I mention or advise that I wouldn’t do myself. To this end, I started writing the first draft by hand because I recognize how much easier it is to focus my mind away from all the alerts and notifications and temptations of going on YouTube that sitting at a computer or being on a smartphone or tablet can bring.


Even though I will have used Google to find out the above fact (thanks to the worldwide children’s agency UNICEF), anything you can do to decrease your number of screen hours or minutes in a day will really help to keep your mind in good shape.


Another fact: Some research suggests screen time can have a negative impact on kids, while other research finds no evidence that it does. 


So, don’t worry about what the science says and instead listen to your own mind and body. If you are on a screen feeling groggy or lethargic, then step away from it. Go and read a comic or a book or go outside if you can. If you can’t get outside, stand up and stretch, jiggle about, put your hands above your head and swoosh your arms down to your sides as if you are making a snow angel standing up! Any movement will help you take in some oxygen and even make you smile if you feel silly doing it.  




 


 


 


Chapter 1


SO, WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?


 


 


 


 


Don’t be afraid to ask for help when you need it... Asking for help isn’t a sign of weakness, it’s a sign of strength. 


BARACK OBAMA


 


 


 


 


HORMONES


“Oh, it’s not unusual to be down and moody in your teens. It’s just your hormones.”


This is most probably something you’ll hear from people from time to time when you find yourself suddenly feeling low or angry for little or no reason at all. And it is, actually, true. As you go through puberty, you have this pea-sized blob at the base of your brain called the pituitary gland. This gland does indeed release hormones that can lead you to have sudden and intense mood swings for seemingly no reason at all. Your parent or carer could serve up your favourite meal for dinner and out of the blue, you might just feel angry at them for being nice. Or something like your friend cancelling a cinema trip with you could leave you feeling overwhelmingly sad, like it’s the end of the world. Why is it doing this? Well, it’s like the main gland that controls your metabolism, growth, sexual maturation and many other vital physical functions and processes so with so much for it to do, you’ll forgive it for making you feel that way from time to time. 


The good news is that these feelings are totally normal, they will pass and they’re absolutely nothing to worry about.


The problem is when the low feelings stick around, because this might be depression rearing its ugly head. It is crucial that you don’t listen to the “it’s just your hormones” explanations during these times. This is where you need to remember the following…


 


 


 


 


TIP: IT’S OK NOT TO FEEL OK – YOU ARE NOT ALONE


Do not let anyone make light of your low or sad feelings with phrases like “you’ll get over it” or “smile – crying won’t make you feel better”. This is actually known as TOXIC POSITIVITY where people believe that no matter how bad things are, you should maintain a positive mindset. Negative emotions aren’t nice but they should not be ignored or brushed aside. 


It really is OK not to feel OK.  


More to the point, it is not YOUR problem to deal with alone. There is so much help out there, such as counsellors and school safeguarding staff. And, fortunately, this help is provided by people who are likely to have been through mental health issues that you might encounter in your own life. Their help, without a doubt, will make you feel better.


Whereas, left untreated and ignored, the problem will only get worse. It will not go away. 


So, ignore toxic positivity and listen to people who say things like, “Things are tough for you right now, how can I support you?” Or “It’s OK to feel this way. Do you want to talk about it?”


Of course, you might find it really hard to open up and talk to your parent, guardian or another caring adult, or maybe you have tried but they don’t seem to get how you’re feeling. If that is the case, can I just say...


PLEASE, PLEASE DON’T GIVE UP! 


Here are some solutions to help you start those conversations, based on the barriers you may have already encountered:






BARRIER: “I find talking to my parents/teachers so cringe.”


SOLUTION: Maybe start by talking about what you are going through in the third person – start everything you want to say with the phrase “I have a friend who…” This may make it easier for you to get your words out in the open and your chosen confidant will soon realize you are talking about yourself.







BARRIER: “My parents have problems of their own. I don’t think they have the time to deal with mine.”


SOLUTION: Your problems will likely be more important for them to solve than their own and helping you might be a welcome distraction and put their own difficulties into perspective. Pick a moment when your parents don’t seem distracted by their problems, maybe when they are sitting down reading a book or newspaper.







BARRIER: “I’ve told my parents but they don’t seem to understand.”


SOLUTION: Have you seen anyone on YouTube or television or even in the news going through a similar problem that you are experiencing? Show your parents the YouTube clip or news article and say this is what you think you are going through. Hopefully it will help them understand and leave you feeling more comfortable talking to them about it.





If you are still finding it difficult, the ultimate BARRIER might be that you have chosen the wrong person to confide in. The SOLUTION is thinking of someone else who you feel more comfortable speaking to and who will listen and offer support. That person might be someone you don’t know, such as a professional counsellor. 


In Chapter 5, we will discuss all the people with whom you can talk about your mental health in more detail.


Just remember – and it is worth repeating – it is not just YOUR problem to deal with, you are not alone. 
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SO, WHAT IS THE PROBLEM? 


You might be feeling irritable, argumentative or moody, or going through a period of anxiety, stress or low self-esteem. These are very common in people of all ages. When you are a teenager, these problems can seem magnified as it’s a time of great change, both physically and emotionally, plus there is the added pressure of school and exams, and you’re also figuring out who you are and what you want to be. That’s a lot to deal with!


A lot of the time, low or angry feelings will soon pass. Some of the advice in this book will help you manage your stress and anxiety. Other times, you’ll still find these feelings hard to shake, and that is when it is a good idea to open up to someone you trust who can direct you toward the support you need.


Of course, there are other, more serious, mental health problems which we will touch upon but the important thing to remember is that whatever the problem actually turns out to be, there is a way to deal with it that will make you feel better. All you need to do is take that first step of recognizing it and telling someone. 


DON’T WORRY - YOU’VE GOT THIS!
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QUIZ: HOW IS MY MENTAL HEALTH? 


One way to determine whether you do need some mental health support is to answer the following five questions:






	When you’re feeling low, does doing something you enjoy make you feel better? YES/SOMETIMES/NO


	Do you enjoy going out with your friends or spending quality time with your family? YES/SOMETIMES/NO


	No matter how you feel, do you make sure you eat properly? YES/SOMETIMES/NO


	Have you been sleeping well recently? YES/SOMETIMES/NO
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