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This playbook covers strategies with a focus on teens age 12 and up. For more information
including a recording of the session, or if you are looking for information on children up to age 12,
please visit: https://cheo.echoontario.ca/parent-caregiver-sessions/

Here are some helpful links for information that was not specifically included in the live session:
•

Resources list on COVID-19 (including how to explain to children):
https://cheo.echoontario.ca/my-account/knowledge-base/information-and-supports-relatedto-covid-19/

•

Basic needs and financial support:
https://www.ementalhealth.ca/index.php?m=article&ID=62307#basicneeds

•

Autism Spectrum Disorder Resources:
https://www.autismontario.com/list-resources-help-us-through-covid-19
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Remember
What Parenting
Used to Be Like?
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Then along
came COVID…
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Welcome to
COVID
Parenting.

As a fellow parent, parenting is really hard right now.
While our colleagues and friends without kids talk about learning new languages
and picking up new hobbies, most of us parents and caregivers are just in survival
mode now.
We have all been forced into this, and we are just doing the best we can.
The changes for our kids have been immense. They can’t see their friends, can’t go
to school, can’t even play in the park, and if lucky to see their parents, parents are
most likely more stressed out these days.
We as parents have to worry about our kids, putting food on the table, finances and
the health of loved ones, etc.
As they say, this is completely unprecedented. But on the
other
hand,
Image:
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Stockthis is what
parents are good at. We are already masters at unprecedented!
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Welcome to
COVID
Home-schooling.
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Meet Dave, 14-yo
“I’m sick and tired of this virus!”
“I’m going to see my friends. You can’t stop me.”
“I’m not going to get sick.”
“Stupid bylaws officer had no right giving me a ticket!”

•

Parents are exhausted and financially stressed out.

•

Parents try to reason with Dave, but he just
doesn’t get it.

Dave’s
Story

What would you recommend to help Dave
(and Dave’s parents)?
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

What Do
We Need for
Mental Wellness?
(aka Resiliency)

You are reading this because you care about the mental
health and wellness of your children. So let’s start by
talking about what people need for mental wellness (also
known as resiliency). We have basic needs such as
healthy nutritious food and shelter, and the reality is, we
need money for this.

Basic Needs ($)
• Healthy food,
housing
• Face-to-face
contact

We also have a basic need for face to face connections,
nature / physical activity, and sleep. And we need a sense
of belonging, purpose, meaning and hope.

• Nature /
Physical
activity

Belonging is about feeling loved and connected to other
people.

• Sleep

Purpose is about what we do in life that keeps us busy,
such as being a parent. You are all here, because you are
parents. Or your purpose might be being a student, a son,
a daughter.
Meaning and hope is knowing that this will get better –
knowing that the silver lining is that this can help us grow
better as a family. Hope is knowing that we are going to
get through this. The majority of children, youth and
adults are going to be just fine. And we need healthy
amounts of stress and challenges in life. When we have
just enough “Healthy stress”, we are able to meet those
challenges and will be stronger from it.

Belonging,
Purpose,
Meaning, Hope*
“Healthy stress” to grow…

* Health Canada, First Nations
Mental Wellness Continuum
Framework, 2014
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Basic Needs ($)
• Healthy food,
housing

What Teens
Need for Mental
Wellness
Independence / Autonomy
(from parents)
Connections
(with peers and activities
outside the family)

• Face-to-face
contact
• Nature /
Physical
activity
• Sleep
Belonging,
Purpose,
Meaning, Hope*
“Healthy stress” to grow…

* Health Canada, First Nations
Mental Wellness Continuum
Framework, 2014
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Basic Needs ($)
• Healthy food,
housing

COVID
Has Been
Stressful

Recreational
screen time
Online peers

• Face-to-face
contact
• Nature /
Physical
activity
• Sleep
Belonging,
Purpose,
Meaning, Hope*
“Healthy stress” to grow…

* Health Canada, First Nations
Mental Wellness Continuum
Framework, 2014
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

• Denial
◦

Many
Emotional
Reactions
to COVID

”It’s overblown, there’s nothing to worry about.”

• “Fight”, i.e. Anger
◦

“It’s all ____’s fault!” | “How dare they!” | “Stupid ____!” | “It’s not fair!”

• “Flight”, i.e. Anxiety / worry / fear
◦

“I’m so worried that I’ll get sick!”

• Sadness / withdrawal
◦

Sadness is a classic reaction to loss.

◦

Crying the ‘tears of futility’ is one of the best strategies for human brains to
process loss.

◦

Withdrawal, e.g. lying in bed all day.

• Acceptance
◦

When stress is not excessive (i.e. “healthy stress”), we can accept the new reality.

◦

Coping strategies such as:
 Healthy (e.g. helping others).
 Unhealthy (e.g. hedonism such as excessive screen time).
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According to the Ontario COVID-19 Child, Youth
and Adult Mental Health and Addiction Survey
(which surveyed 1002 Ontarians online from Apr 28-30, 2020)

How Stressful
Has COVID
Been?

•

Mental health overall:
◦ 45%  mental health worse.
◦ 48%  no difference.
◦ 7%  improved mental health.

•

Behaviours:
◦ 64%  watching more TV.
◦ 56%  more time online.
◦ 46%  “changes in eating habits”.
◦ 44%  less exercise.
◦ 40%  more video games.
◦ 28%  more tension in household.
◦ 42%  increased substance use/ gambling / alcohol use.
◦ 9%  are not coping with any of the above.
It is interesting that some people have reported feeling stronger
or more resilient as a result of this pandemic and stress.
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

•

Do focus on what you can control:
◦ Looking after yourself.
 “You can’t pour from an empty cup.”
 “Putting on your own oxygen mask.”
 Self-compassion: We are often our worst critic.
Be kind to yourself.
like you would to a good friend.
 Lower your expectations.
 When your own needs are met, it is easier to

COVID
Parenting
Survival
Tips

• Stay calm (and not yell at the kinds) and model empathy, kindness for
the kids.

◦ Build your support network and team.
 Any other people or supports that can pitch in, even if remotely?

•

Don’t focus on what you cannot control:
◦ What other people are doing.
◦ What you can’t find at the store.
◦ What other people think about what you are doing.
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Has this ever
happened
to you?
Have you ever found yourself and the
kids, watching TV, playing video games
and then before you know it, hours have
passed?
Prior to COVID, we used to recommend a
limit on recreational screen time.
As hunter gatherers, we are wired to
seek out the brain’s reward chemicals -dopamine and adrenaline. Such as by
going out hunting.
Today’s screens are designed to give us
that dopamine, but without any effort
and without having to work for it.
Accept that screens give a lot of “free
dopamine”. This is an unprecedented
time, so we have to be flexible. However,
having a schedule is important.
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Start with a
COVID
Schedule

•

“Everyone needs healthy routines, and this is all the more
important during COVID. Without a schedule, it’s human
nature to just play video games all day. Do you want to talk
about this now, or later?”

•

With younger children, we might just give them a schedule,
but for teens we need to involve them in the conversation.
We can ask, “What do we need every day to be healthy?”:
◦
◦
◦
◦

•

•

•

Meals, outdoor time, physical activity.
Learning activities, social routines.
Sleep (i.e. no electronics past 9 PM).
Also ensure to build in parent time to get work done or self-care.

Respect your teen’s need for autonomy –
◦
◦

Non-negotiables, e.g. “Schoolwork is part of your routine.”
Negotiable, e.g. “I’m open to your ideas about how and
when you want to do your schoolwork.”

Appeal to your teen’s need for purpose and to be valued:
◦

“This is not an easy time. I really appreciate your helping out
with things right now, with taking on more chores and
responsibilities. I know I can count on you.”

Be flexible with the schedule.
◦

It’s a tool – not meant to be a rigid expectation to stress you out.

© Jessica McHale
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Daily COVID
Schedule
Example:
More Structured

8 AM

Wakeup
Breakfast

9 AM

Outdoor time

10 AM

Learning time, e.g. reading, schoolwork

11 AM

Creative time, e.g. music, drawing, writing,
sculpting

12 PM

Lunch, Cleanup, Chores

1 PM

Outdoor time

2 PM

Creative time, e.g. music, drawing, etc.

3 PM

Free time, e.g. reading, board games

5 PM

Dinnertime
After dinner chores, clean up

6 PM

Free time, e.g. electronics, TV, movies

8:30–9 PM

Bedtime routine, e.g. reading

9-10 PM

Bedtime

https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Morning

Wakeup
Breakfast
Outdoor time

Daily COVID
Schedule
Example:

Learning time
Creative time
Noon

Lunch / Chores
Outdoor time
Creative time

Less Structured

Free time
Evening

Dinner / Chores
Free time (including screen time)
Bedtime routine
Bedtime
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Daily Schedule
Not Enough?
Consider a
Self-Regulation
Plan
Image: Adobe
Image: Adobe
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Self-Regulation
Self-Regulation is the ability to stay calm ("in the green zone"). There are many other zones that
we can be in such as the bored zone, yellow zone (which is when we are getting stressed) and the
red zone (which is when we are in a state of fight/flight).

Bored
Zone

For more information:
• Zones of Regulation (http://zonesofregulation.com/index.html)
• How Does Your Engine Run? (www.alertprogram.com)

https://cheo.echoontario.ca

• People become bored when they do not have
sufficient stimulation -- or when they are unable
to provide their own stimulation.

•

“I’m bored, there’s nothing to do!”

•

Teen is bored, under stimulated.

•

Teen may seek out stimulation in:
•

•

Allow boredom in the hope this will encourage
creativity , otherwise…

•
•

Ontario Science Centre
Make a Kahoot

•

Provide daily routines, activities, or experiences
that will provide sufficient stimulation and arousal,
such as:

•

Websites with some activities:
https://www.empoweredsingle
moms.com/fun-activities-forteens-when-bored/

Healthy ways:
“Anything I can help out with?”
”Anything I can do?”

•

•
•
•
•

Unhealthy ways:
e.g. fighting with siblings,
destroying things, seeking out
negative attention.

•

Sensory input (e.g. sound, visual, touch, movement).
Emotional stimulation.
Social stimulation.
Intellectual stimulation.

Give chores every time your teen complains of
being bored.

https://parentingteenagersaca
demy.com/boredom/
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•
•
•

Your teen is calm, able to connect with
you, and engaged with activities.
Your teen will be open to talking and
being logical.
The goal is to have everyone’s brains
in green zone as much as possible.

•

Continue with healthy activities.

•

Talk to your teen about his/her
thoughts, feelings, behaviours.

•

Want to give advice to your teen?
Ask for permission prior to giving advice.

•
•
•

•
•

Yoga
Engage in an activity.
Explore apps such as:
• Mood Mission
• Mind Shift
• Healthy Minds
• Breathe2Relax
Make a safety plan or download a
safety plan app Be Safe
Explore websites such as:
• Anxiety Canada
• eMentalHealth.ca
• Excelhttps://cheo.echoontario.ca
at Life

•

When we are emotionally upset, we are:
•

Emotional:
e.g. sad, frustrated, annoyed, worried.

•

Not logical, less likely to respond to
advice, problem-solving such as:
•
•

“Let’s go do some deep breathing.”
“If you don’t do your homework, you
are going to fail”, etc.

•
•

“Connection before direction” aka
“Support not solutions”
• Give emotional support first,
validate healthy wishes:
•
•

•

“Yes, I hear you want to see your friends –
it’s stressful when you can’t.”
“You look sad, let me give you a hug...
Here’s a Kleenex....”

•

Activate use of Apps such as:
• Mood Mission
• Mind Shift
• Healthy Minds
• Breathe2Relax

•

Refer to safety plan or
Be Safe App

Don’t tell them what to do
•

Don’t say “You need to do your deep
breathing, take space, etc.”
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

•
•

Your teen will not be logical, and may
even be violent / aggressive.

•

Are people fighting? Separate them.

•

Reduce sensory overload:

•

Be aware of local crisis lines
including Canada Suicide
Prevention Service
1-833-456-4566 or text 45645
between 4 PM – 12 AM EST

•

Consider elements of safety
plan and support.

e.g. dim the lights; make it quieter; give everyone space;
let people move or go outside it that helps.

Your teen may just be frozen with fear.
•

Don’t insist they talk about it right now.

•

Don’t punish, or make logical consequences
when people are upset.

•

“We are all going to take space and calm down
first. We can talk later. I love you all and we’re
going to get through this.”

https://cheo.echoontario.ca

When You and Your
Child are Calm,
Create a Custom
Self- Regulation
Plan / Coping Plan

• A Coping /
Self-Regulation
Plan has all the
key essentials
written down.
• Read more here,
along with link to
a downloadable
template.

https://www.ementalhealth.ca/index.php?m=article&ID=62804
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When to
Seek
Professional
Help?

•

Are you noticing in your teen (or yourself),
that thoughts, feelings, behaviours are:
◦ P)roblematic, i.e. causing problems.
◦ P)ersistent, i.e. not going away.
◦ P)ervasive, i.e. occuring not just with one
person in one setting, but with different
people and settings?

•

If so, then seek support:
◦ Mental health services still available
under COVID.
 Most services are now virtual
rather than physical visits
(just like this presentation!)
Image: Adobe
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Looking for Information about Mental Health?
Want to learn about anxiety, depression, mental
wellness, and other topics?
• Click on “Info Sheets”

https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Supporting Families -- Continued
Thehealthline.ca: Find local health and community services across Ontario
http://www.thehealthline.ca/

ConnexOntario: Ontario-wide information and referral for people experiencing mental health and/or addiction issues.
Service is provided 24/7/365
http://www.connexontario.ca/

Children's Mental Health Ontario (CMHO) represents Ontario's publicly-funded Child and Youth Mental Health Centres and
provides resources and information.
https://cmho.org/

School Mental Health Ontario works together with Ontario school districts to support student mental health. Find evidence-based
information and resources to help advocate for your child’s mental health within the school system.
https://smho-smso.ca
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Supporting Families -- Continued
Anxiety Canada: Online resource providing self-help information, community programs and workshops in British Columbia, resources for
parents, caregivers treating anxiety .
www.anxietycanada.com

The Multicultural Mental Health Resource Centre (MMHRC) provides resources to support culturally safe and competent mental health
care for Canada's diverse population.
http://www.multiculturalmentalhealth.ca/en

Psychology Today: View the latest from the world of psychology: from behavioral research to practical guidance on relationships, mental
health and addiction.
https://www.psychologytoday.com/ca

The College of Psychologists of Ontario: Public member search to find a provider.
https://members.cpo.on.ca/public_register/new

Employee Assistance Services (EAS) is housed within Health Canada. It supports federal departments with their workplace wellness
initiatives, including the provision of Employee Assistance Program (EAP), Trauma, and post-incident support. It also provides specifically
designed programs for employees who are at-risk as a result of their work.EAS offers solutions to both prevent and address the concerns
of employers, employees, and immediate family members.
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/environmental-workplace-health/occupational-health-safety/employeeassistance-services.html
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Parent Support
PLEO (Parents’ Lifeline): Helping parents of children facing mental health challenges find their way forward. They provide Family Peer Support for parents
through: 1) Parents’ Helpline for support and guidance navigating the mental health system, finding resources in your community, and for when you just need
someone to talk to. 2) Parent Support Groups for parents to share information and learn form one another, and come together as a community.3) Mobile
One-on-One Support for more intensive support and guidance through particularly challenging times, in-person and in your community.
https://www.pleo.on.ca/
The Ontario Federation of Indigenous Friendship Centres (OFIFC): Friendship Centres are places for community members and Indigenous people living in
urban spaces to gather, connect with one another and receive culturally based services.
https://ofifc.org/

Parents for Children’s Mental Health (PCHM): Help for families/parents of children and youth with mental illness/mental health disorders.
http://www.pcmh.ca/

The Association of Parent Support Groups in Ontario help Parents/Guardians who are concerned about the behaviours of young people who are
struggling emotionally; withdrawn; acting out; using drugs or alcohol; exhibiting aggressive behavior; missing school or in conflict with the law.
https://apsgo.ca/

Autism Ontario offers unique, local ASD programs and services designed to support children and youth reach their potential. Their staff and volunteers
have extensive knowledge and experience in the field of ASD and are great sources of information on a variety of autism related topics as well as local
services and supports.
https://www.autismontario.com/

Centre for ADHD Awareness, Canada develops, provides and presents up-to-date scientifically based information on ADHD. They also provide support
for individuals, families and ADHD organizations.
https://caddac.ca/adhd/document/support-groups-ontario/
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Connecting Online
free online mental health and well-being service offering self-help programs.
https://www.bigwhitewall.com/?lang=en-ca

free, evidence-based guided self-help programs grounded in cognitive
behavioural therapy (CBT). It’s created for youth and adults (15+).
https://bouncebackontario.ca/

1-800-668-6868
https://kidshelpphone.ca/
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Lead Agencies
Moving on Mental Health is an important part of
Ontario's Mental Health and Addictions Strategy.
The plan is designed to help children, youth and
families access mental health services in their
communities that are responsive and meet their
needs. Visit the link below to find information on
the lead agency in your area.

http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/professionals/specialneeds/momh/moving-on-mental-health.aspx
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Recall Dave, 14-yo
“I’m sick and tired of this virus!”
“I’m going to see my friends. You can’t stop me.”
“I’m not going to get sick.”
“Stupid bylaws officer had no right giving me a ticket!”

•

Parents are exhausted and financially stressed out.

•

Parents try to reason with Dave, but he just
doesn’t get it.

Dave’s
Story

What would you recommend to help Dave
(and Dave’s parents)?
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Strategies from the “Playbook” might include:
• Parents take a deep breath, and remind themselves, that when Dave is in
the green zone, he is a great kid.
• If he is more irritable these days, he is more stressed and frustrated.
• “Connection before direction”:
•

Parents hold back from jumping in and giving Dave advice.

•

Parents start with empathy and radical acceptance of his feelings.

• Give him a sense of purpose:
•
•

Sewing masks together, to give to friends / relatives / others.
Asking neighbours if they need help with lawn care , grocery delivery etc.

• Respect his autonomy:
•

Give him choices over what to do.

Dave’s
Story

• Accept that he needs connection with peers:
•
•
•

Meeting outside, with no more than 5; with physical distancing.
Talk on the phone.
Gently nudging him from text / chat to other means to get to a deeper level of connection.
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This too shall pass…
• Did your teen spend the whole day
playing video games without getting
any school work done?
• It’s okay…
• When this time ends, your kids will
not remember what you said or did…
• But they will remember that they felt
loved because you:
◦ Validated, empathized and accepted how
they felt during this time;
◦ You were able to stay (mostly) calm.

Image: Adobe
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1. Take care of yourself
◦ Self-compassion: Be kind to yourself like you would to a
good friend. “It’s okay…”

2. Take care of others (i.e. your kids)

◦ Try your best to give them opportunities to get enough
sleep, nutrition, outdoor time.
◦ Accept any sadness, anger, and fear, validate it, and give
them hugs and a shoulder to cry on.

3.

Takeaways

Are you seeing significant issues that are not getting better?
◦ Mental health services and supports are still available,
mostly virtually.

4.

This session ends, but the support for you does not.
You are not alone.

https://cheo.echoontario.ca

QUESTION
AND ANSWER
PERIOD
WITH HUB
SPECIALISTS

Dr. Michael Cheng, M.D., FRCPC
Psychiatrist Hub Specialist

Dr. Simone Kortstee, PhD, C. Psych
Psychologist Hub Specialist

Cindy Dawson, CYC (Cert.)
System Navigator Hub Specialist

Christie Kopczyk
Parent Advisor Hub Specialist
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Attendees were able to submit questions to the Hub
Specialists in advance as part of the registration
process for the virtual session.
The Hub Specialists reviewed all questions and noticed
that although each family’s situation is unique;
underlying common themes had emerged which guided
the development of the whole session. As a result of
these themes, the following questions were focused on
during the session’s question and answer period.
The following pages are a summary of the Hub
Specialists’ answers to the questions asked. Although it
was not feasible for the Hub Specialists to answer each
individual question, we hope the information provided
will still be helpful to your family’s situation. To view the
live Q&A portion, please refer to the archived recording
of the session at: https://youtu.be/RAJkaNUMUYg
https://cheo.echoontario.ca

Question 1
“How do I balance the
academic demands with the
mental health needs for my
teens who are not motivated
to engage in school work or
even get out of bed when all
of their regular activities are
cancelled?”

Dr. Simone Kortstee (Psychologist):
•

It can be a real challenge to find the right balance between taking care of your teen’s
mental health and making sure they’re not falling behind academically. So, like [Dr.
Cheng] said teenagers have a strong need for autonomy and like all of us, they find
themselves in a situation they’ve never been in. It is the lack of external structure, the
missing of social interactions, and the unknown of this prolonged situation we’re in that
is causing anxiety in so many teens.

•

It’s really important to understand what anxiety does to us. It actually interferes with
the parts of our brain that helps us to get things done. Our executive functions are the
skills that we need to get things done and to get motivated and get started with things.
Under times of prolonged stress, we see that those functions are becoming less
efficient. As parents it’s important and it’s helpful to know that their teens are not trying
to be lazy or willfully oppositional, but that they really are stuck. Sometimes we call it
the amygdala hijack: the emotional brain is overly active and inhibiting the reasonable
higher cortical brain. Even when they don’t show that big “red zone dysregulation” that
Dr. Cheng talked about, children and teens be in that “bored zone” and they may not be
able to get out of that. As parents, your initial reaction is to want to help. And this is the
tricky part. It is important that we keep in mind that a very important part of
adolescence is to gain autonomy. Parents’ natural reaction to take over and help often
doesn’t work because it goes against the important need for autonomy at this stage.
Continued on next page
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Question 1

Dr. Simone Kortstee (Psychologist):
•

(Continued) As therapists we know how this feels as we also often feel stuck with
patients who seem unmotivated. When that happens, we need to realize that this is not
always because they don’t want to participate. There may be something else and it is
then important to pause as we need to understand what it is that’s underneath the
ambivalence. Instead of telling our patients or your teens what to do and giving them
more suggestions, we need to stop and connect (As Dr. Cheng mentioned:
“connect before direct”). First ensure that you connection: listen, listen a bit more, invite
them for an informal chat. Find opportunities to talk about how they are doing instead
of what you want them to do. And once you move into that different way of being with
them, you can talk gently about their goals. What are their goals? What would they like
to accomplish during this time? It is important to give your teen lots of time to provide
their input and to limit your own suggestions. Offer to brainstorm with them. Of course,
when it comes down to safety, you need to share your expectations, but be careful that
you don’t escalate that into conflict. Once you have conflict, you no longer have them to
work with you. When you take on this kind of approach, your teens will likely want to
talk to you. Praise them for their problem-solving skills and for expressing
themselves. Ask them how you can help them with carrying out their plan and keep in
mind that they have really missed the socialization and the learning at school.

•

Even though they are not learning all the academics the same way they would
have learned when they would be in school, once we look back on this time, I’m pretty
sure we will all be able to identify the important life lessons they have learned in
adjusting to major events.

Continued
“How do I balance the
academic demands with the
mental health needs for my
teens who are not motivated
to engage in school work or
even get out of bed when all
of their regular activities are
cancelled?”
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Question 1
Continued
“How do I balance the
academic demands with the
mental health needs for my
teens who are not motivated
to engage in school work or
even get out of bed when all
of their regular activities are
cancelled?”

Dr. Michael Cheng (Psychiatrist):

•

Good news, is it sounds like that when your child is in their regular routines and
activities, they are motivated to get out of bed. However, it sounds like now that with
COVID, your child is struggling with having a daily routine. Strategies might be: a)
validate your child’s stress with the losses of his/her regular routines. It is like a
grieving process, in having to grieve the loss of those routines., b) ask your child and
figure out, what are the previous activities that are missing?, c) work with your child to
come up with a new schedule that makes up for those missing activities in a new
schedule. (e.g. if your child previously had hockey, then find an alternative physical
activity. Or if your child previously had a Friday social night, then find an alternative
way to socialize.) Remember that in Ottawa for example, people are permitted to meet
in public as long as it is less than five people, and you are exercising physical distancing.
Many teens are still meeting -- they meet outside, keep a few feet apart.
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Question 1
Continued
“How do I balance the
academic demands with the
mental health needs for my
teens who are not motivated
to engage in school work or
even get out of bed when all
of their regular activities are
cancelled?”

Cindy Dawson (System Navigator):

•

Check out the “Parenting Teacher’s Academy”. It’s an excellent website just to get
some resources and some ideas for activities. I fully agree with what {Dr. Kortstee] is
saying with regards to having opportunities to be with them so that it provides some
opportunity for you to have discussion about what the barriers are to them carrying
out their activities because I always have the theory of children don’t wake up in the
morning and say I just don’t want to do anything or have any motivation. So there’s
something driving this and it make sense to wonder about it.. Spending time with
them or engaging in activities can provide an opportunity for them to talk to you
about what’s going on with them. Often times it’s during these activities that children
will talk more openly.
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Question 1

Christie Kopczyk (Parent Advisor):

•

Hi, I’m Christie and everyone at PLEO is a parent with lived experience supporting their
youth or young adult with mental health challenges so my answers reflect my
experience.

•

You can talk to the classroom teacher about what academics are critical to passing. As
far as I am aware, whatever mark they had at March 13th, they can’t go below that.
Sometimes this can be unmotivating for them to continue. The first course of action
would be trying to have a discussion with your teen about what possible plan that could
be put in place, and there were some great ideas from the panel about working with
them, problem-solving and supporting them. I’m more so going to speak to the families
that have an inflexible child; they’ve tried some of those suggestions many times and it
wasn’t working out. It might just look like what possible structure can we set up for you
that would engage you to get out of bed? What things do engage them even if it’s small?
Like walking the dog in the morning, or working on a project with you. A few of our
parents whose youth were sleeping until the middle of the afternoon, tapped into that
drive for autonomy that Dr. Cheng was talking about, and decided to go out and get a
part-time job. The parents reported that it was as if a miracle happened because it was
8:30 in the morning and the child was out of the house on their bike headed to their
part-time job. It offered quite a few benefits, it impacted their sleep cycle for better, it
gave them a little bit of a social circle, and it also helped them feel like maybe they were
helping a bit during this pandemic. It was ultimately just a healthier schedule for them
to be have something to get up for and to get out of bed even, if it was three or four
hours and to get moving. It also impacted their self-confidence and they came home
feeling better about themselves which is ultimately what we want to see at the end of
the day.

Continued
“How do I balance the
academic demands with the
mental health needs for my
teens who are not motivated
to engage in school work or
even get out of bed when all
of their regular activities are
cancelled?”
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Dr. Michael Cheng (Psychiatrist):

Question 2

•

“My 16 year old son does not
abide by the pandemic rules.
He meets ups with friends no
matter what we say or do.

•

Consequences aren’t
working.
Do I still pressure him to do
his homework, not smoke
weed, or follow the rules?
What do we allow and what
do we fight? And how?”

A challenging situation. So this is a good one where if your expectations are not
working and the expectations are just causing conflict, then we want to reduce and
change the expectations and focus instead on rebuilding the connection with the
youth.
So we would try and back off on the expectation for homework for example. In terms
of not smoking weed, we would think about negotiables and non-negotiables. So nonnegotiable things might be no weed in the home, but negotiable would be, “Well we
accept that weed is important to you and I know we can’t stop you if you’re outside of
the home.” and in terms of relationship, we would really want to focus on how can we
improve the relationship between this teen and parents? Is there a way we can get the
teen spending time with parents? Some shared preferred activity? And during those
activities, it would not be about talking about let’s go over your homework for today or
let’s go over this or that. We wouldn’t talk about anything stressful. It would just be
focusing on positive things. So if the teen says, “I had a great time today with my
friends.” maybe just validate that, “I’m so glad you had a great time and even if it was
doing something breaking COVID restrictions, we would “bite our tongue and just
leave it for now”. In summary, focusing on the relationship and reconnection first and
then after that we would be able to focus on other things.
Continued on next page
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Dr. Michael Cheng (Psychiatrist):

Question 2
Continued
“My 16 year old son does not
abide by the pandemic rules.
He meets ups with friends no
matter what we say or do.

•

(Continued) Underneath each negative behaviour is a healthy goal. E.g., Not doing
COVID homework is about trying to cope with the fact that COVID homework is tough
– it’s about going online, going to a website, and a lot of self-directed learning that is
tough. Healthier ways might be that your son needs more adult support until he gets
the hang of COVID homework, etc. Smoking weed is about trying to self-regulate,
through increasing his dopamine/adrenaline. Healthier ways might include doing
exercise, etc.

Consequences aren’t
working.
Do I still pressure him to do
his homework, not smoke
weed, or follow the rules?
What do we allow and what
do we fight? And how?”
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Question 2

Christie Kopczyk (Parent Advisor):

•

There are ways for youth to see their friends, be six feet apart and be in compliance with
public health guidelines. However, I also know that is not what many of our families are
dealing with, but rather youth that completely ignore guidelines in hanging out with their
friends. As parents you’re not alone in the struggle and we do suggest you “pick your
battles” because what is the most critical is that you keep a good relationship with your
teen.

•

You might want to have measures in place so you protect the rest of the family. One family
that had a good idea is that they had a little cleaning station in their garage where the
youth could change their clothes and wash their hands before they came in the house.
Have a discussion with your teen ahead of time about what agreed plan will when they
return. Will they be allowed everywhere in the house? Only in their bedroom? Which the
bathroom do they use? And do they need to wipe down the surfaces in the kitchen after
themselves? It’s important to the health of a family to make a plan especially if there is
someone susceptible in the home. Though it is irritating, keep in mind that sometimes one
friend or one girlfriend can be very impactful in their life and to their mental health. And
not letting them see them can have a lot of negative consequences both with their mental
health and also with your relationship.

•

For the concern about drugs, that’s certainly something that our families [that we provide
support to at PLEO] cope with quite a bit. You can have boundaries for drugs within your
home but can’t stop them from using. They’ll go out somewhere else and use. It’s stressful
at home as it is and you just want to make sure that your relationship isn’t being whittled
down by the little fights all the time. Also consider the flipside, that you’re doing things
that build memories and that builds some positive times together as well.

Continued
“My 16 year old son does not
abide by the pandemic rules.
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matter what we say or do.
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Do I still pressure him to do
his homework, not smoke
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Question 3
“My 16 yr. old autistic
teenager has been
threatening to run away or
kill himself or he says he
wants to die. It happens
when he doesn't get his way
so I am not taking his
seriously but how do I
change or redirect his
attention? We all walk on
eggshells because we don't
want to upset him but he
can't always have his way.
Also, when he is bored he is
destroying things like my
good dining room chairs or
rocking chair.”

Dr. Michael Cheng (Psychiatrist):

•

So this is a complicated one. There definitely seems to be some significant struggles
with self-regulation, so we can give some quick tips today, but definitely this may be a
more complex case where you’ll need to speak to some professionals with expertise in
working with kids on the spectrum. If I look at it from a self regulation perspective, we
have troubles in the “bored zone” that when he’s bored he doesn’t know healthy ways
to keep him occupied. This is part of a problem in our modern society. In the old days,
teens would have had lots of things to do on the farm - that destructive ability could
have been harnessed by him going outside and chopping firewood, gathering firewood
and those would all have been natural outlets. So the suggestion would be “are there
any other ways, any healthy outlets we can give him to use up that energy”? Any
chopping firewood work that can be done, flattening boxes for the grocery store, or
other things. Another zone that there seems to be issues is our “red zone”. He gets
overwhelmed and then he goes into the “red zone” and he says he wants to die or run
away and so when you’re in the red zone, there’s not much you can do aside from just
give space and let them calm down and hopefully then they come into the “yellow
zone”. So “yellow zone” is where he’s frustrated, he’s emotional and that’s where we
can validate “Wow, it’s not easy when you don’t get your way. It’s not easy when you
have to stop using the computer. It’s not easy when you want ‘this’ and that doesn’t
happen.” So in the “yellow zone” we would just validate that and hopefully, eventually
he gets back into the “green zone”. And “green zone” is where you might be able to talk
to him and list what are all the things that trigger this kid to get into the “yellow zone”.
Continued on next page
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Question 3

Dr. Michael Cheng (Psychiatrist):

•

(Continued) Most importantly, during the green zone, this is where you can actually
say “What would you like us to do or what can we do to help you calm down? We know
you probably don’t want us yelling at you. We know you probably don’t want us doing
other things that you don’t like. What can we do to help you feel calmer?” And so, my
answer to this question is ultimately, there might be some self-regulation planning that
can be done when we’re calm in order to help with this. Ultimately, if you do become
worried about safety, then that’s when we would recommend calling something like a
crisis line. In order to help you assess to see if there is a concern about suicide.

•

Safety / Risk assessment:

Continued
“My 16 yr. old autistic
teenager has been
threatening to run away or
kill himself or he says he
wants to die. It happens
when he doesn't get his way
so I am not taking his
seriously but how do I
change or redirect his
attention? We all walk on
eggshells because we don't
want to upset him but he
can't always have his way.
Also, when he is bored he is
destroying things like my
good dining room chairs or
rocking chair.”

•

We can answer this question in general, however this is no replacement for an
actual assessment with healthcare provider. We recommend that you contact a
crisis line or health care provider if you are concerned. However, here are some
principles we might use: Is your child saying that s/he wants to kill themself?
Validate their distress: “Wow, you sound pretty upset. Tell me more…” Try to ask
about what the stress is… “What makes you feel like ending your life / harming
yourself / etc.?” “Let’s work together to help with the stress that is making you
feel like this…”

•

Red flags to call a crisis line: Your child expressing that s/he wants to end their life
right now? Your child is expressing a means to end their life? You are feeling
worried. If so, then contact a crisis line
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Question 3

Cindy Dawson (System Navigator):
•

Ensure there is a safety plan - template included in the presentation. Download an
example.

•

Be Safe App - allows for incorporation of safety plan and crisis numbers into this app.

•

The other thing I would add is that Autism Ontario does have a navigator so they can
guide you as far as accessing services that are most appropriate for each unique
situation. I know there are limited autism resources in the homes, but there are some
that are still continuing. Check out the Autism Ontario website and see what they have.

•

Mood Mission, or MindShift™ CBT Apps might also be helpful.

Continued
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Question 3
Continued
“My 16 yr. old autistic
teenager has been
threatening to run away or
kill himself or he says he
wants to die. It happens
when he doesn't get his way
so I am not taking his
seriously but how do I
change or redirect his
attention? We all walk on
eggshells because we don't
want to upset him but he
can't always have his way.
Also, when he is bored he is
destroying things like my
good dining room chairs or
rocking chair.”

Christie Kopczyk (Parent Advisor):

•

I’m answering as a parent with lived experience, not a clinician. But first of all, I can say
that I can sympathize with stuff getting broken on a regular basis and I just want you to
know we’re here for you, to walk with you. I strongly agree with everything that’s been
said about the coping and the safety plan and knowing your crisis numbers. From what I
have found some children with autistic tendencies do best with a very predictable
schedule. So they are aware of the boundaries and things are not changing daily. You
could possibly create one with him when he’s calm. If he participates in it, he may have
more buy-in into it. I have a schedule for my 15 year old on the fridge and he has referred
to it when upset that something is not as expected. Which also shows me that he’s paying
attention to it and though not eliminating, it is probably reducing the amount of issues we
have. And I will take reducing.
Continued on next page
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Question 3
Continued
“My 16 yr. old autistic
teenager has been
threatening to run away or
kill himself or he says he
wants to die. It happens
when he doesn't get his way
so I am not taking his
seriously but how do I
change or redirect his
attention? We all walk on
eggshells because we don't
want to upset him but he
can't always have his way.
Also, when he is bored he is
destroying things like my
good dining room chairs or
rocking chair.”

Christie Kopczyk (Parent Advisor):

•

(Continued) Boredom does lead to problems and too much time on their hands is a bit
of an inevitable situation right now. It’s not possible to program every minute. A good
starting point is getting out the pent-up energy. Going for a walk, a bike ride, doing
anything physical. I have found that some of the websites online do offer some ideas
but sometimes the activities only last like 10 to 15 minutes and then I’m back to
square one. I need a much bigger solution that will last for long periods of time. I found
it really helpful to tap into what things they are interested in, what things engage
them? Is it art? Is it trains? Is it science or computers? Like getting inside of a computer
and taking one apart. What can he do that he can tinker at? For my son it’s music.
Music has infinite possibilities and he’ll sit down at a electric keyboard and he’ll make a
tune or a ditty and then uploads it to a program and then he’s able to add the drums
and the bass. He can play for hours doing that and he’s mostly on the piano. Also, I find
if I were to come home and say, “Here’s a colouring book and a pack of markers. “ He
would say, “that’s ridiculous, you’re being stupid, I’m not a kid. “ But I do find that if it’s
lying around the house and it’s new markers and a new colouring book it gets used.
He’ll pull it out when he’s bored, and it’s just a great little activity.
Continued on next page
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Question 3
Continued
“My 16 yr. old autistic
teenager has been
threatening to run away or
kill himself or he says he
wants to die. It happens
when he doesn't get his way
so I am not taking his
seriously but how do I
change or redirect his
attention? We all walk on
eggshells because we don't
want to upset him but he
can't always have his way.
Also, when he is bored he is
destroying things like my
good dining room chairs or
rocking chair.”

Christie Kopczyk (Parent Advisor):

•

(Continued) ’Walking on eggshells’ with a youth that’s volatile is exhausting and you
need to get some breaks for yourself. You need to get out of this tense environment
for some time, go for a drive, go for a visit with a friend to the park, even taking a walk
and just looking up at the clouds as you’re walking. Getting a different perspective.
Self-care is so critical and it’s really hard when we’re in the moment of caring for
somebody to take that time for ourselves but we need to do it. We need to do it for
them as well. It doesn’t have to be a huge self-care goal, it can just be a coffee by
yourself on the back step or something that refreshes you, that you can go back and
you’re in a different place when you return.
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Question 4
“I work full time and am
exhausted at the end of my
work day, but still have to
deal with my daughter’s
bipolar disorder and anxiety
about the pandemic.

Dr. Simone Kortstee (Psychologist):

•

I can just imagine how overwhelming that must be. Like I said earlier, we’re all under
what we call prolonged stress and we don’t know when it’s going to lift. This has an
impact on how our brains function and it makes us feel tired, if not exhausted. So I
just want to tell you that your daughter and you are under a lot of stress and so I just
want to validate it. I know that [Dr. Cheng] and I would say the same thing so I’m
going to pass it to [Dr. Cheng].
Continued on next page

Her moods and behaviour
dominate the house, and I am
at my wits end.”
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Question 4
Continued

Dr. Michael Cheng (Psychiatrist):

•

So complicated situation, for tough situations sometimes I first start with just accept
that no matter what we do, you may still have these issues. Accept that no matter what
you do, your daughter may still have these raging moods that are horrible and so we
may simply have to accept that. This is an unprecedented time as well. On the other
hand, as I hear this, one thing I definitely hear is that you’re exhausted. So it tells me
that we think is there any way we can get you more support. Is it possible that there is
other family that can help out in any way? Is it possible that any of the professional
supports can help in any way? Or the family support such as PLEO? It also makes me
wonder because you mentioned bipolar, somewhere in the history, there has been a
professional that’s been involved that probably knows your daughter and so I would
be curious to see what that person might have in terms of recommendations. Mental
health providers are still working. We’re just doing virtual.

•

Strategies for helping with your daughter’s mental health issues / anxiety : Sounds like
your daughter probably goes into the “yellow zone”, and sometimes the “red zone”.
What gets her back into the “green zone”?

•

Which expectations do you have that are: Non-negotiable expectations? Negotiable?
During this unprecedented time, you may need to reduce some expectations.

“I work full time and am
exhausted at the end of my
work day, but still have to
deal with my daughter’s
bipolar disorder and anxiety
about the pandemic.
Her moods and behaviour
dominate the house, and I am
at my wits end.”
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Question 4
Continued
“I work full time and am
exhausted at the end of my
work day, but still have to
deal with my daughter’s
bipolar disorder and anxiety
about the pandemic.
Her moods and behaviour
dominate the house, and I am
at my wits end.”

Christie Kopczyk (Parent Advisor):

•

You are not alone. This is not “Pinterest Parenting”. This is very hard and you also can’t
pour from an empty cup. And so, self-care is so critical and doing it with her.
Sometimes you can just say “Hey, let’s go for a walk together”. They don’t even realize
that it’s self-care. They don’t realize it’s healthy for them and good for their mind. Or
put on a funny movie together. But even if she doesn't’ want to join you, you need to
get out and do something that restores you. It doesn’t have to be huge, it doesn’t need
to be time-consuming. It can be something every day like “I need to get the mail”. I
don’t need to get the mail every day, but I need to get the mail and take my sweet time
on my way there, stopping for some deep breaths, and look around at the trees. Then
it’s like four minutes later and I come back a different person. I come back a little bit
more grounded. I’d encourage you to re-discover some of these things that what
worked for you before the pandemic. What refreshed you, was it nature? Was it art?
Was it faith? Is it gardening? If you did it before, is there a way you can start to
incorporate doing it now? And it’s also modeling for her how to cope with your own
emotions, and great ways of getting outside and come back feeling calmer and more
grounded. It's really helpful to have someone to talk it out with and just be able to
process your own thoughts and feelings and when you’re done, you have a bit of a
different perspective because you’ve been able to kind of get it out. And that’s what
we do at PLEO, all day long and we’re parents that have been there. It’s not us judging
or telling you of anything to do but helping you just find your own way and your own
strength.
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