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Fostering Mental 
Wellness in Children

Kate Saunders, MA, RCC
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Our home on 
Indigenous Land
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Our home on 
Indigenous Land

Skwácháy̓s “water coming up from ground beneath.”
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¬ Parent Coaching

¬ Clinical Counselling: Individual & Family Therapy

¬ Expressive Play Therapy for Children

¬ Community Educa>on & Clinical Training

Who I Am & What I Do
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Topics for today:

• Structuring the family and daily life to foster mental health. 

• How to be an Emo>on Coach and help children navigate big feelings.

• When to step in during >mes of upset and when to encourage 
independence.

• Resilience: how to foster perseverance and distress tolerance.

• Signs of depression and anxiety in children.

• Local op>ons for mental health care resources.
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Avoidance
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Distress Tolerance
¬ Key tasks of childhood are the ability to handle 

frustra'on, disappointment, and boredom.

¬ Learned primarily through repeated experience.

¬ Accep>ng that reality is unfair and there are 
things we can’t change or don’t understand.

¬ Resis>ng the urge to act out emo>ons.
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Blow up
Hyper-arousal

Shut down
Hypo-arousal

Alert & Calm
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Adults set (& reset) the emo0onal tone

• Your energy and emo>on regula>on LEAD the family.

• Placing >me and effort on self-regula>on will help your 
children.

• Stress is contagious.

• Parental presence is a major buffer to child stress.
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The trouble with screen 0me
• Takes away from the important tasks of childhood, 

primarily free play8me, hobbies, family 8me, and sleep.

• Wires the brain for con8nual novelty, which the real world 
can never provide.

Ø This impacts a=en8on at school and healthy 
engagement with others.

• Strong associa,on with increased anxiety, depression, 
body dysmorphia, self-harm, and suicidality. 

• Largely unregulated, open for predators to engage with 
children unsupervised, exposes children to harmful content 
(pornography, violence, extremist views).

• Children’s brains lack the capacity to disengage or resist the 
addic8ve quali8es of screens.
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Better Screen Time
¬ Watching TV on the wall, with others

¬ Shows with a narra9ve arc of 20 mins+

¬ Playing videogames on a bigger screen with others

¬ Family movies

¬ Computer 9me in a common area
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REDUCE or ELIMINATE:
• Small screen 8me
• Private screen 8me
• Scrolling apps like YouTube
• Games like Roblox & Fortnite that have chat features
• Social media: Snapchat, Facebook, Instagram, TikTok
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Consequences of over-scheduled, 
externally entertained children

¬ They lose out on key developmental tasks:
¬ Managing boredom
¬ Building crea8vity
¬ Independent play
¬ Social skills 
¬ Problem-solving
¬ Execu8ve Func8ons like planning, predic8ng, 

cause & effect, emo8on regula8on.

¬ Creates unrealis8c expecta8ons of con8nual 
novelty and an aWtude of en8tlement to 
adults’ a=en8on.

¬ Programs their brain to seek s8mula8on vs. 
rest.
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Risky	Play
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Prevalence of Anxiety Disorders by Age
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Signs of Depression in Children
• Sad or bad mood. A child may seem sad, lonely, unhappy, or grouchy, las9ng weeks or months. 

Crying more easily or having more tantrums than usual.
• Being self-cri8cal. Consistently complain a lot or say self-cri9cal things like, "I can't do anything 

right." "I don't have any friends." "I can't do this." "It's too hard for me."
• Lack of energy and effort. They seem especially 9red, give up easily, or can’t bring themselves to  

try.
• Not enjoying things. Seem to not have as much fun with friends, enjoy playing, or don’t feel like 

doing things they used to enjoy.
• Sleep and ea8ng changes. Recent onset or worsening of sleep problems. Some may not feel like 

ea9ng, others may overeat.
• Aches and pains. Frequent complaints of stomach aches or other pains. Missing school days because 

of not feeling well, even though they aren't sick.
• Talk about not wan8ng to live, or show signs of inten8onal self-harm.
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1. Emotional Awareness
¬ Recognize your own emotions and watch for your child’s ways of expressing different feelings. Notice lower-

level emotions so children don’t need to escalate.

2. Connecting with children during emotional moments
¬ Use emotional moments as opportunities to draw close and provide guidance.

3. Listen with empathy and honour the emotions of children
¬ Take their feelings seriously, even if they seem illogical, and show them you understand.

4. Help children identify and name their emotions
¬ Build their emotional vocabulary by naming your own feelings as well as theirs. 

5. Support children to find appropriate solutions to their problems, and set clear limits on 
behaviour 
¬ Work to separate the emotions they are feeling from the mistaken actions they may have taken. 
¬ “It’s totally okay to be angry, but you can’t break your brother’s things.” Praise their attempts to calm 

down, apologize, or repair.

Emo$on Coaching
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Logical response:
“We can’t do that 
because…”

Empathic response:
“You were really 
hoping we could…”
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Engaging the 
Problem 
Solving 
Mind
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Responding to extreme statements
¬ “I hate myself.”

¬ “I’m so stupid.”

¬ “You don’t love me.”

¬ “I just want to die.”
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Coping Skills to Teach
¬ Mindfulness – breath, movement

¬ Gra>tude – shiVing thoughts to posi>vity

¬ Crea>vity – music, dance, art

¬ Posi>ve self-talk & affirma>ons

¬ Role playing difficult interac>ons

¬ 1 on 1 >me with a parent
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“Don’t do for a child what 
they can do for themselves”
- Caroline PraP, Educator
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Concerned about your child’s mental health? 
Start here:

ü Medical check-up with you Primary Care Provider to discuss your concerns 
and rule out any medical causes.

ü Ensure your child is having consistently full sleeps at night.

ü Get at least 30 minutes of vigorous exercise everyday.

ü Spend extra one-on-one time with parents and caregivers, at least 10 
minutes/day.

ü Reduce or eliminate solo screen time for at least 2 weeks.
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When to seek 
professional help 

• Your child expresses thoughts of ongoing hopelessness, not wan9ng to live, or 
shows signs of self-harm. 

• You feel that the family func9oning is being disrupted by a child’s fears, worries, or 
frequent meltdowns.

• Their distress is con9nually out of propor9on to the situa9on.

• Avoidance of previously enjoyed ac9vi9es, repeatedly refusing to go to school, .

• Frequent stomachaches, headaches, or other bodily symptoms that don’t have a 
medical cause.
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Anxiety Program: Family Doctor, 
Nurse Practitioner, Pediatrician, 
Child & Youth MH clinician, 
Teacher, or School Counsellor

Behaviour Program: referral from Family 
Doctor, Nurse Practitioner, or Pediatrician
Indigenous Big Worries Program: Family 
Doctor, Nurse Practitioner, Child and Youth 
Mental Health clinician
or Aboriginal CYMH clinician
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Lower Cost Counselling
¬ Adler Counselling Clinic – Graduate level Interns, sliding scale 

hPps://www.adlercentre.ca/

¬ Westcoast Wellness Centre – Supervised Clinical Interns 
hPps://westcoastwellnesscentre.org/

¬ Jewish Family Services – sliding scale with Registered Clinical Counsellors and 
Interns hPps://www.jfsvancouver.ca/services/counselling/

¬ LiPle Mountain Neighbourhood House – very low cost counselling & art therapy 
hPps://www.lmnhs.bc.ca/mental-health/

¬ List of reduced cost counselling (mostly for youth and adults) from Interns –
hPps://willowtreecounselling.ca/wp-content/uploads/resources/reduced-cost-
counselling.pdf
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https://welcome.cmhacptk.ca/anxiety/
https://welcome.cmhacptk.ca/anxiety/
https://www.adlercentre.ca/
https://westcoastwellnesscentre.org/
https://www.jfsvancouver.ca/services/counselling/
https://www.lmnhs.bc.ca/mental-health/
https://willowtreecounselling.ca/wp-content/uploads/resources/reduced-cost-counselling.pdf
https://willowtreecounselling.ca/wp-content/uploads/resources/reduced-cost-counselling.pdf
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Building Blocks of Mental Health
• Help children iden9fy & name their emo9ons, & express them appropriately.

• Lots of unstructured play with other children, & down 9me at home.

• Model & teach healthy coping skills.

• Provide warmth, care, & support without over-accommoda9ng.

• Encourage children to solve their own problems.

• Build discomfort tolerance and guide them through distress.

• Teach children how to stand up for themselves & set boundaries.

• Spend one-to-one 9me with each child every day for 5-10 minutes.
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Thank You!
Kate Saunders
Registered Clinical Counsellor

counsellorkate@gmail.com

www.counsellorkate.com
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Resources and References
¬ BC Associa9on of Clinical Counsellors: Find a Counsellor Tool – hPps://bcacc.ca/counsellors/

¬ Foundry BC – hPps://foundrybc.ca/

¬ Hilary Cole Big Kid Sleep Consultant – hPps://www.hilarysleep.com/
¬ Crea9ng a Confident Sleeper – hPps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5_DuBwYUpp0

¬ Violeta Gordeljevic – Science & Paren9ng h,ps://the-paren7ng-class.com/the-paren7ng-and-science-blog/

¬ Big Life Journal – hPps://biglifejournal.com/

¬ Dr. Siggie Cohen – hPps://drsiggie.com/

¬ Jonathan Haidt – hPps://jonathanhaidt.com/

¬ Kids Help Phone – hPps://kidshelpphone.ca/
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Books
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https://bcacc.ca/counsellors/
https://foundrybc.ca/
https://www.hilarysleep.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5_DuBwYUpp0
https://the-parenting-class.com/the-parenting-and-science-blog/
https://biglifejournal.com/
https://drsiggie.com/
https://jonathanhaidt.com/
https://kidshelpphone.ca/

