
When a child has a fever, parents take the necessary steps to get medical care. 
The same priority needs to apply to treating mental illness. Kids want to know they can talk

about their problems and that we, as parents, will help them do something about it.
– Michael Faenza, President, National Mental Health Association

Sometimes we only see the behavior problem, like when a child comes home in a bad mood
and slams the door. Parents are most likely to react to the slamming door—the 

manifestation of the problem—rather than the underlying issue.
– Bev Cobain, When Nothing Matters Anymore: A Survival Guide for Depressed Teens

• Frequent sadness, tearfulness, crying
• Hopelessness
• Decreased interest in activities; or inability to enjoy previously favorite activities
• Persistent boredom; low energy
• Social isolation, poor communication
• Low self esteem and guilt
• Extreme sensitivity to rejection or failure
• Increased irritability, anger, hostility
• Difficulty with relationships
• Frequent complaints of physical illnesses such as headaches and stomachaches
• Frequent absences from school or poor performance in school
• Poor concentration
• A major change in eating and/or sleeping patterns
• Talk of or efforts to run away from home
• Thoughts or expressions of suicide or self-destructive behavior

If one or more of these signs of depression persist, parents should seek help. 
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1. Closely monitor your child’s behavior. Make special note of the symptoms listed above.
2. If your child talks about killing him or herself, don’t take it lightly. Every year hundreds of young, 

depressed children commit suicide.
3. Parents of a child who appear to be in immediate danger of harming himself or others should consider 

hospitalization.
4. Don’t be hesitant to seek advice and consultation from a qualified health care professional when you 

have even the slightest concerns about your child.
5. Be careful not to respond to your depressed child by making negative comments like this, “What do 

you have to be depressed about? You’ve got a nice house, computer, bunches of friends and you don’t 
have to worry about paying bills like I do! Just wait until you grow up!”

6. Before taking your child to see a doctor, consider the following. Be sure to seek out the correct doctor. 
Usually you should see a child psychiatrist. You may have to go through the child’s pediatrician first. 
Make sure your child feels comfortable with your choice.

7. Before going to the doctor, help your child to eliminate shame and stigma. Let him know that it isn’t 
his fault he is depressed. Tell him that depression can be genetic (passed on by parents or relatives) 
and that he may have a chemical deficiency in the brain. Tell him that he isn’t crazy and let him know 
many famous people have suffered from depression. Your child, more than ever, needs your love, 
support, and empathy.

8. Before going to the doctor, have your child list her symptoms to share with the doctor. She can also 
write down questions she would like to ask him.

9. If the doctor confirms that your child has depression, he may try several interventions ranging from 
play therapy with young children to psychotherapy with older children. In many cases the doctor may 
prescribe medication. 

10. Be sure to keep in close contact with the child’s teacher. She should be aware that the child is on 
medication so she can monitor any side effects at school.

11. Learn as much as you can about medications your child will be taking. Ask the doctor about side 
effects and interactions.

12. Make sure your child is getting proper nutrition. He needs a good diet to maintain his source of energy 
and to help him cope and recover.

13. Be sure to maintain a regular sleep schedule. Irregular sleep patterns can prolong or worsen the 
symptoms of depression.

14. Invite the child to get involved with others and to avoid lengthy periods of isolation.
15. Find time every day to talk and listen to her. She must know you care.
16. With teens, closely monitor their whereabouts and with whom they associate. Often depressed 

adolescents may seek out drugs or alcohol to help them cope with their “blues.”
17. Physical activity helps. Suggest running, biking, dancing, yoga, or sports.
18. Tell the child to let you know if she is being teased or bullied. Your child has enough on her plate now, 

she doesn’t need others being rude to her.
19. Every day the depressed child needs hugs, words of optimism, and several, “I love you’s.”
20. Remember, early diagnosis and treatment are essential for depressed children. Depression is a real 

illness that requires professional help. Don’t delay! With proper care, most children will be able to 
function and be successful in life.
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