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Presentation Agenda

• Understanding the Developing Adolescent Brain

• Current Trends in Youth Mental Health

• Identifying Symptoms of Distress in Teens

• Strategies for Responding to a Distressed Teen 

• Addressing Youth Worker Wellness & Self-care 

• Helpful Resources 
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Being a Teen is Tough…

• Teens are dealing with major physical and mental changes, heightened 
desire for peer acceptance, and the simultaneous pull towards
independence 

• …and away from the safety and protection of family. 

• One of the great things but also frustrating aspects of being a teen is that 
they feel emotions in a really big way…

• In addition, the rapid growth in brain development makes them prone to 
anxiety and depression.

• Turbulent years

• The national stats tell a grim story…
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“What Were They Thinking?”

• Problematic teen behaviors, such as sudden mood-swings, extreme risk-
taking behaviors, make sense when we understand what is happening in 
the brain. 

• Teens lack all of the “hardware” to think like an adult. The outer 
covering of the brain, the cortex, the “intellectual brain,” is not yet fully 
developed. 

• The prefrontal cortex, has a leading role in judgment, impulse control, 
rational thinking, problem-solving, organization and planning, and other 
essential skills. 
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Having Hard Conversations

• As youth workers, we are often charged with talking about 
uncomfortable topics with our students. And today, we'd like to facing 
yet another challenging and complicated topic: teen anxiety and 
depression.

• Many in our Christian community misunderstand what a mental health 
condition is and don’t talk about this topic. This lack of knowledge lead 
many to believe that a MH condition is a personal weakness or form of 
punishment from God.
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Having Hard Conversations

• Caring for people, especially a child or a teenager, experiencing a mental 
illness can be challenging.

• While the mental health profession is a licensed, state-regulated 
industry; churches and faith-based programs are often the first places 
families in crisis go for help.

• Often, youth whose mental illness has not been detected may be placed 
in the care of well-meaning youth leaders who don’t feel equipped to 
identify or respond responsibly to their issues. 

• These situations can be discouraging for the youth and overwhelming for 
the youth leaders.
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Youth Mental Health Crisis

• According to the NIM, 1 in 5 youth has anxiety and 1 in 10 has depression.

• 1 in 3 teens ages 13 to 18 will experience an anxiety disorder.

• Between 2007 and 2012, anxiety disorders in children and teens went up 20%.

• The rate of hospital admissions for suicidal teenagers doubled.

• Major depression increased 52 percent from 2005 to 2017

• Youth suicide jumped 56% in TEN YEARS. (MHA)

• The 2nd leading cause of death in youth ages 10-24 is suicide.

“

”

Now may the God of peace make you holy in every 
way, and may your whole spirit and soul and body 
be kept blameless until our Lord Jesus Christ comes 
again. God will make this happen, for he who calls 
you is faithful.

1 THESSALONIANS 5:23–24 (NLT)

To be whole, to be complete, each aspect of a person must be well. When any aspect of 
our being is not well, the other aspects are adversely affected.
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Rise in Teen Anxiety & Depression: What’s Going On?  

• Pressure to achieve success. Between standardized testing, parents that view 
themselves as personal assistants, and a culture of achievement, today's youth can 
feel pressure to succeed in ways previous generations did not. 

• Social media exposure. Teens are immersed in digital media. Self-concept becomes 
connected to reactions to social media posts. Difficult for teens not to compare their 
life and social connections to what they see others posting on social media.
Continuous access to digital devices allows teens to escape uncomfortable emotions 
like boredom, loneliness, or sadness. 

• Scary and threatening world. Increase in school shootings, in public places. There 
have been terrorist attacks here in the US and around the world. From just watching 
or reading the news, it is understandable that teens feel scared in public spaces that 
previously felt safe.

• Parental overprotection. Some parents view themselves as protectors not allowing 
kids to fail or experience hard stuff. Result? Youth never practice dealing with 
challenges on their own and may grow up believing  they are unable to gain coping 
skills needed to handle life.
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Common Signs of Anxiety in Teens

• Negative thoughts – what-ifs, thoughts about being judged or embarrassed, small thoughts 
that grow into big worries.

• Feeling angry. A lot. 

• Fearful, worried, overwhelmed, out of control.

• Dread, as though something bad is going to happen.

• Panic that seems to come from nowhere.

• Racing heart or tightening in the chest

• Difficulty sleeping – either trouble falling asleep, or waking up

• Chronic physical complaints, such as fatigue, headaches, or stomachaches.
• Tummy trouble – (constipation, irritable bowel).
• Unexplained aches and pains 

• Excessive worry about physical symptoms (that a headache might mean brain cancer).

• Avoidance of people or situations, even if they are things that would probably be fun
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Common Signs of Depression 

in Teens
• During adolescence, the rates of depression skyrocket!

• Persistent sad, anxious, or “empty” mood

• Feelings of hopelessness, pessimism

• Feelings of guilt, worthlessness, helplessness

• Loss of interest or pleasure in hobbies and activities

• Difficulty concentrating, remembering, making 
decisions.
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Risk Factors & Warning Signs

• Poor attendance

• Easy going teen sudden increase in irritability

• Poor hygiene or change in general appearance

• Separation or a divorce of parents; Loss

• Breakup can also be felt as a significant loss

• Confusion about sexual orientation 

• Trauma-physical, sexual abuse or neglect

• Lack of social or parental support…isolation

• Being a victim of bullying

• Discussing death, even jokingly
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5 Ways to Respond to a Teen in Distress

1. Rethink Fears and Emotions

2. Initiate and Validate

3. Model Authenticity

4. Stand Up to Toxic Thoughts

5. Effectively Respond to a Crisis
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Rethinking Anxiety…

• Anxiety is a symptom of unresolved emotions -- fear that we do not 
matter, that we are not worthy or loveable, that we are not safe, or that 
we are not valued.

• It can keep us paralyzed in our relationships and prevent us from 
pursuing our dreams. 

• Many of us go through life either unaware of our deep emotional pain---
in denial of challenging past events, or pushing our feelings as far down 
as possible. Unable to process our emotional wounds to heal 

• Result? …Years of compounded emotions, stress, and bodies and minds 
that are unwell. 

15

Initiate and Validate 

• Depression can be relentless, convincing teens that they aren’t worthy of 
love or worthy of the battle. Your student may desire someone to talk to, 
but at the same time push you away.

• Stay engaged.  Be present but not intrusive. Be there for them on their 
terms. Listen with empathy and respond with curiosity. 

• Consider this conversation starter: “It’s normal to feel sad or 
overwhelmed sometimes. You are not alone. I’m here if you ever want to 
talk.”  

• Your student may not open up initially, but make yourself available 
when they do. Research suggests that compassionate and validating 
responses by trusted adults are critical to reducing students’ anxiety. 
Being a compassionate listener is more important than offering advice. 
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Model Authenticity

• “Teens don’t care how much you know until they know how much you 
care.”

• Demonstrating care means being your authentic self. Release the false 
belief that you must have it all together. It’s actually more important for 
them to know that you aren’t perfect.  

• Sharing previous struggles may help your student better cope with 
his/her experience. When feeling stressed, one way of demonstrating 
authenticity might be starting off small group with, “Hey guys, I’ve had 
a hectic day. What about you? Let’s just all take a moment to breathe 
slowly before we begin.”
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Responding so Teens Feel FELT… 

• I can see this is really hard for you.  

• This is confusing for me too. 

• It can be so hard to find the right words to say. ´

• I wonder if you think I’m going to be madder than I am. 

• It's really disappointing when you do your best and it still doesn’t go 
the way you wanted. 

• This is discouraging. I’m so sorry you are feeling hopeless about this. 

• I can see you feel like giving up. But I’m still here, okay.
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Stand Up to Toxic Thoughts!
• Corinthians 10:3, Paul talks about our role in destroying every obstacle that stands against 

the truth of Christ.  

• Half of the battle of anxiety is realizing when you’re entering the battle.

• Test the logic. Most anxious thoughts aren’t factual. Important to assess how realistic 
the worry is. Ask, “What is the probability that this event will occur?” Our imaginations 
can catastrophize events and propel us (mentally) into events that may never develop. 
Then the fear cycle ensues. 

• Recognize automatic thoughts. We all have knee-jerk thoughts. Thoughts often 
influence mood.  Ask, “What names do you call yourself when you’ve made a 
mistake?” Would you speak to anyone else the way you talk to you?

• When overwhelmed, might say things like “I can’t do this,” or “I’m not smart enough,” 
“This is all too much for me to handle. ” So you are subconsciously already practicing 
affirmations, but they are unfortunately just negative ones!
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Physical Activity Enhances the Brain

• High expectations can help youth reach their potential, 
but they need to be realistic ones. Teens need time to 
relax, play, and be with friends—all of which are crucial 
for their mental and physical health. 

• Physical activity is an important part of daily brain 
functioning.

• When we move our body, Neuro- plasticity is enhanced. 
Physical activities supports learning and mood. 

• As mood dips, recognize and reframe: “My body needs 
outside stimulation.”

• Choose activities that increase heart rate without being 
exhausting: leisurely walks, dancing, yoga, bike riding.
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What Should I Do if I Think my Student is in Crisis?

• Stay Calm. Get Help.  Offer Hope. Follow-up!

• Speak to youth about his/her feelings and the things happening at home 
and at school that may be bothering him/her. Assure youth that their 
depression and/or thoughts of suicide do not separate them from God’s 
hope and love.

• Tell your youth pastor/director. Inform the teen’s parent.

• Ministers are mandatory reporters, we are legally obligated to notify 
authorities if we feel that someone is a threat to their own life and safety 
or to the lives and safety of others
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Where Students Can Go for Help

•There are many hotlines and online resources 
available:

•The National Suicide Prevention Hotline (800) 
273-TALK, which isn't just a crisis line; students can 
get advice and have someone to talk to.

•Crisis text line is a free 24/7 confidential text 
message service for people in crisis. Text HOME to 
741741 in the United States.

• SAMHSA offers a Treatment Services Locator that 
can help you locate options in your community. 
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Resources & Support Networks

• National Institute of Mental Health

• The NIMH is the largest research organization in the world committed to 
understanding the treatment and prevention of mental disorders.

• Anxiety and Depression Association of America (ADAA)

• If you’re looking for support, the ADAA can help you find it. Search for 
a support group near you or start your own.

• Families for Depression Awareness

• Families need support, too. This organization caters to family members, 
friends, and caregivers of those who suffer depression. Their free webinars 
cover ways to spot depression and intervene with those who are affected.
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“

”

The LORD will guide you, continually, giving you 
water when you are dry and restoring your strength. 
You will be like a well-watered garden, like an ever-
flowing spring

ISAIAH 58:11

THANK YOU!   QUESTIONS? Contact me: 

Chinwe Williams, PhD, LPC, NCC, CPCS

770-642-4236, Ext. 32

www.meaningfulsolutionscounseling.com

drchinwewilliams@gmail.com

Follow me on Instagram: @dr.chinwewilliams

Follow me on Facebook: @MeaningfulSolutionsCounseling
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https://www.nimh.nih.gov/index.shtml
https://adaa.org/supportgroups
http://familyaware.org/

