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Creating a 
Platform for 
Change:
OUR 
MISSION

On Our Sleeves is on a mission to give 
expert-created resources to all U.S. 
communities so everyone can understand 
and promote mental health for children. 



State of Children’s Mental Health



The pediatric need is great

50% of all lifetime mental disorders start by the age of 14.

1 in 5 children has a significantly impairing mental disorder; less 
than half get the treatment they need.

Suicide is the second leading cause of death among people aged 
15-24.

15,000:1 1 psychiatrist for every 15,000 children.
National Institute of Mental Health

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention/



National Institute of Mental Health/
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Risk is higher for children from underrepresented groups 



“… a national emergency.”
Oct. 2021
― American Academy of Pediatrics
― Children’s Hospital Association
― American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 

“… a national health crisis.”
Dec. 2021
― U.S. Surgeon General



But caregivers tell us…

Similarly, results of an online Harris Poll on 
behalf of On Our Sleeves found:

93% of parents of kids under 18 say it is 
important for parents and caregivers to 
talk to their children about mental health

59% need help knowing how to start the 
conversation around mental health with 
their children.

43% say their family talked about mental 
health openly when they were growing up

Many described 
being the first 
generation in their 
family to openly 
address child 
mental health 
concerns as part of 
child-raising. 



Mental health conversations in my family were nonexistent. 

As a kid I remember having troubles, but the fact that I did not have anyone to talk to 
about the way I was feeling made me feel like I had to bury those emotions. 

I think it was something passed from my parent's generation, their parents did the 
same thing to them. 

I realize it was not right to raise my kid the same way and decided to start learning 
once he was born. I know how it feels to just suffer in silence 

and I did not want that for my son.

-- Sofia*, Hispanic, Millennial working mother



Treatment alone cannot solve the issue

“We can’t treat our way out of this crisis. 
There will never be enough therapists. So, 
we need brief models of treatment and 
prevention work so that we can decrease 
the need for treatment.”

March 2022
― Dr. Frank C. Worrell, President, American Psychological Association



What shapes 
children’s 

mental health?
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Factors that shape children’s mental health

• Many factors ranging from genetics, to environment (surgeon general, Dec, 2021)

• Beyond the difficulties of growing up and finding your identity and place 
in the world, kids face

• Bullying
• Pressures of performing well
• Current events: climate change, war, current civil rights movement since 2020 
• Social media

• Decrease of other activities
• Social comparisons
• Inappropraite sharing, Bullying
• Access to information 24/7



Chronic stress

• Stress day after day
• Abuse or neglect
• Violence
• Economic hardships
• Systemic racism/discrimination

A social determinant of health 
• Increases risk of disease 
• Disrupts development 

• Our thinking brain is underdeveloped when 
our emotional and survival brain are 
constantly on

• Problems in learning, memory

• Increase in mental health concerns
• Behavior
• Mood disorders

https://blumatteruoft.wordpress.com/depression-and-the-stress-system/



Racism & weathering effect

• Discrimination and racism (race/ethnicity, immigration, 
sexual orientation, etc) linked with negative mental health

• Weathering effect
• Term coined by Dr. Arline Geronimus, public health researcher 
• It’s not that ethnic/racial minorities are genetically more at risk or 

that they’re making bad choices- it’s the constant, daily stressors 
that add up and “weather” the body.



Other cultural factors

• Media coverage of racial violence

• Immigration experience
• Acculturation & acculturation gap
• Immigrant paradox



What are some 
signs and 

symptoms?
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Undesired Behaviors

• Our brains are not fully developed until 25 years old!
• Children cannot think, process, and understand difficult interactions 

and emotions like adults
• They also do not have the language to express themselves

• This means behavior is often their way of trying to communicate:
• Not listening or breaking rules
• Talking back
• Leaving the classroom
• Aggression 
• Tantrums



Physical symptoms

• The mind and the body are connected!

• Children may express headaches, belly aches, insomnia, nausea
• This can indicate anxiety, trauma, or experiences of bullying



Learning difficulties

• When a child is having a hard time with their mental health, they 
can show:

• Difficulty focusing
• Decreased motivation
• Obstacles to speaking up in class or cope with mistakes
• Trouble with organization
• Absenteeism
• Truancy



Teaching mental 
wellness 

strategies
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Well-child visit conversations

Infancy



Looking ahead

Family relationships

Routines and schedules

Sleep

Introducing solids

Tantrums



Family relationships

• Parenting is a protective factor
• Good social and emotional interactions can offset 

impact of stressors of poverty on mental health

• Starting at the newborn visit, encouraging healthy 
family interactions is important 

• Talking to baby, reading together
• Mindful play, screen free time
• Social smiling



Routines and schedules

• Starting at the newborn visits, talk to families about how 
routines help children know what to expect and feel safe

• Helps with sleep and eating too!

• Discuss recommended feeding and sleeping schedules (as 
much as possible, newborns are hard )



Sleep

• Newborn visit: Sleep Onset Association
• “Children may get used to having certain things – like rocking, breastfeeding– and 

then become unable to fall asleep without that thing. They may also have a hard 
time staying asleep when that thing they are used to is not present all. This is called 
a sleep association.”

• Come up with ideas together of associations families can start from day one:
• Swaddle
• Sound machine
• Feeding at the start of the bedtime routine
• Putting to sleep awake, but drowsy

• 6 month visit: Don’t need to feed overnight. 

https://www.onoursleeves.org/mental-wellness-tools-guides/good-sleep



6-9 month WCC: Introducing solids
• Picky eating can create a difficult battle between 

parents and children, leading to a strained 
relationship.

• We can set families up for success by setting 
realistic expectations

• We want to explore and introduce, we don’t expect kids to like it 
at first

• This is where we share the stat of needing to try a food 15 times!
• Share portions and expected nutrition intake to decrease anxiety.



9-12 month WCC: Tantrums
• Kids as young as 9 months old may start showing 

tantrums.
• Start by normalizing and setting the expectation

• Discuss ways to respond
• If upset, parent can help the child regulate with hugging, rocking, 

singing, distraction, etc.
• If tantrum is due to behavior/not getting their way: planned 

ignoring.

Goal is to normalize AND ensure parents don’t enter into a 
reinforcing cycle.



Well-child visit conversations

Early Childhood



Looking ahead

Sleep

Daily family habits

Behavior management

Emotion regulation



Sleep
• Schedule: continue reinforcing 

importance 
• Recommend same bedtime and 

awake times every day.

• Routine
• Can introduce visual routines to help 

with bedtime battles.



Sleep

• Bedtime battle strategies and printouts
• Bedtime pass
• Good morning light

https://www.onoursleeves.org/mental-wellness-tools-guides/good-sleep



Daily family habits to encourage

• Cultivate an attitude of gratitude
o Practice daily gratitude
o Make a gratitude jar

• Allow time to unplug
o Technology free times/zones

• Relaxation activities

• Allow your kids to have a voice
• Child directed play

https://www.onoursleeves.org/mental-wellness-tools-
guides/helping-kids-stay-positive/gratitude-in-kids



Behavior management

Behavioral techniques to teach to parents that help increase desired behaviors:

• Focus on the positive and the behaviors you want to see. 
• Instead of “Don’t hit or kick,” try “Keep your hands and feet to yourself.” 
• Be specific in your commands

• Give them choices
• “Do you want to brush your teeth or put your pjs on first?”

• Catch them being good. Kids respond to frequent reinforcement—in the 
moment—rather than at the end of the week or month. 

• Specific praise so they understand what they did well: “Great job using your walking feet”
• Implement a token economy so they can receive immediate reinforcement and then trade 

their tokens at the end of the day or week for a reward.



Emotion regulation https://www.onoursleeves.org/mental-wellness-tools-
guides/emotional-development



Normalize the emotions
“I understand what it’s like to be scared. Tell me about what’s making you 
nervous right now.”

Avoid… Instead try…

“Don’t be scared.”
(Dismisses feeling)

“I can tell you are worried about going to the 
doctor. Honestly, I don’t like getting shots either. 
But I know you can be brave and we’ll get through 
it together.”

“You’ll be fine.”
(Promises of safety)

“I can tell you’re feeling nervous about trying to ride 
your bike, but I'm going to be there next to you to 
help you learn how to do it.”

“Are you worried about passing your test today?”
(Leads to anxiety)

“How are you feeling about today’s test?”



Encourage movement towards the 
emotions instead of away

• One of the things I see happen most often is 
we try to comfort our kids by trying to keep 
them from the distress or emotion. 

• The problem is, if we avoid, we let the emotion 
grow!

• We should encourage continued engagement 
in the activities that make them nervous.

• This can be done gently and with support 
(“gradual exposure”).

• Practice at home (role plays, videos, talk about 
it).



Coping strategies: Emotion regulation
https://www.youtube.com/@OnOurSleeves

We have these in Spanish too!



Well-child visit conversations

School-aged kids



Looking ahead

Racial-ethnic socialization

Social relationships

Sleep

Daily habits

Family relationships through conversation

Emotion regulation



Protective factors against systemic 
stressors
• Encourage racial-ethnic socialization in our 

patient families of diverse backgrounds
• Caregivers can talk to kids about their ethnic and racial heritage 

and traditions to create a sense of belonging and pride 
• Practice traditions, learn or practice their family’s language, or 

eat traditional foods together.
• Prepare kids for possible experiences of discrimination by having 

open, honest conversations. Discuss ways they can respond and 
the right people they can talk.

• All families should talk to children about racism and 
discrimination

• Helps promote awareness and positive culture and environment 
in the community and schools



Encourage social relationships

• Share information on how community 
belonging, social support, and trust in 
others linked to positive mental health

• School
• Faith based or community organizations
• Arts and music
• Neighbors

• Network size is a protective factor
• Especially for immigrants, refugees, and 

transgender people



Sleep

• At this age, you can start discussion of sleep 
hygiene with families

• Learn about their schedules and routines 
• Discuss impact of naps on sleep
• Encourage bed be used only for sleep
• Review screen use in bedroom

https://www.onoursleeves.org/mental-wellness-tools-guides/good-sleep



Daily habits: Behavioral activation

• “Behavioral 
activation” is a 
protective factor for 
depression & 
stress

• Valued activities
• Fun activities
• Mastery activities



Family relationships

• A great way to help create healthy parent-child relationships is 
to encourage conversation!

https://www.onoursleeves.org/mental-wellness-tools-
guides/conversation-starters



Encourage mental health 
conversations

• Create an open environment. Build the habit of talking about 
mental health before you are worried

• Define mental health. Have conversations with your children 
about what mental health is. 

• Normalize. We all feel emotions and that even young people can 
have difficulty navigating through tough moments or feelings.
o Share personal examples



Starting the conversation if I’m 
worried

• Timing. Pick a time when everyone is calm and 
emotions are not high. 
o Ask permission to start the conversation 

• Support and validate. Remind your child you love 
them and you are there to support them. Validate 
any emotions. Sometimes, what seems silly to 
adults means the world to a child.

• Be objective. Share what you have noticed 
without judgment. 
o “I’ve noticed your grades have changed…” or “You 

don’t spend time with your friends anymore…”

• Open-ended questions. Then you can ask open-
ended questions to express interest and worry. 



Ask directly
• Asking about feelings and thoughts of suicide does not increase the risk

I’ve noticed ___ (you seem sad, you don’t hang out with your friends anymore, your grades 
are decreasing, etc). Is there something bothering you?

I’m worried about you recently. Is there something going on I can support you with?

Have you been feeling ___ (sad, angry, nervous) a lot lately? 

Sometimes kids feel so sad or upset that they feel like hurting themselves. Have you been 
feeling like that?

Are you thinking about killing yourself?



Problem solving

• LISTEN
• Don’t ask a lot of follow up questions. 
• Instead, use reflective listening

• Ask them how they want to make the situation better
• Is there something you think could make it better?
• How can I help you in this situation?

• Ask permission
• I have a few more questions, is it okay if I ask now or do you prefer later?
• I have some ideas, would you like to hear them?



Emotion regulation https://www.onoursleeves.org/mental-wellness-tools-
guides/emotional-development



Emotion regulation: labeling & identifying

At this age, parents can start 
working with children on how 
emotions feel in their bodies.

https://www.onoursleeves.org/mental-
wellness-tools-guides/help-kids-
manage-anxiety/anxiety-activities-to-
help-kids



Thought Challenging

• During well-visits, you can start to introduce thought 
challenging as a coping tool

• For this age group I often use:
• Inside Out

• What is fear saying? What would Joy say back? 

• You can also play “thought detective”
• Look for the evidence for and against your worry thought



Well-child visit conversations

Teenagers



Looking ahead

Continue reinforcing and encouraging 

previously discussed skills

Social media

Emotion regulation



Continue conversations and skills

• Daily conversations with trusted adults

• Social connections and school belonging

• Routines and schedules

• Sleep hygiene

• Behavioral activation



Social media use

• Social media is here to 
• Give parents the tools they need to talk 

to children about safe and positive use 

• Encourage continued monitoring 
• Understand the apps they are using 

(maybe even use them yourselves!)
• Make monitoring rules based on 

their developmental stage and child
• BE HONEST

https://www.onoursleeves.org/mental-wellness-tools-guides/social-media



Social media use

• Encourage limits
• It’s all about balance
• Have a schedule and screen free time
• Charging stations at bedtime (no screens 30 mins before bed)

• Remember, once you introduce, it’s hard to take away
• Reflect on what age you think it’s appropriate for your family



Emotion regulation https://www.onoursleeves.org/mental-wellness-tools-
guides/emotional-development



Individual level: mindfulness

• “Being in control of your mind 
instead of letting your mind 
control you…”

• All about being in the present 
moment, taking yourself “out of 
your mind and into your life”



Thought Challenging

“Our emotions come from our thoughts. 
Help your child identify their worry thoughts 
and then guide them on talking back to 
those thoughts and creating new, 
alternative ways of thinking.”



How to 
recommend 

therapy

60



Signs to seek therapy

• We all feel all emotions 

• Stress is normal…

• However, if strong emotions are 
happening more days than not, for 
more than two weeks AND they 
start to get in the way of day to day 
life you may want to seek therapy



When to seek immediate help

• Self-injury

• Suicidal thoughts
• Significant impairment 
• Increased distress or difficulty coping

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 988



How I describe therapy

Cognitive Behavior Therapy

• Increases insight and 
understanding of 
themselves

• Teaches coping strategies

• Improves social skills



How I introduce medication

• Sometimes necessary

• Can be prescribed by 
pediatrician  (PCP) or 
psychiatrist.

• In combination with therapy 
has best outcomes



Treatment takes time

• Treatment can take a few weeks before a child feels improvement.
o Your therapist needs a few sessions to get to know you and set goals.
o Stick with it!

• BUT- relationship with therapist matters. Don’t be afraid to ask for a new therapist!

• Symptoms will get better with the proper care and attention over time, so even 
though the depressed person might feel very bad at times, it is important to 
remember that things can get better.



Types of Mental Health Professionals

• Psychologists (PhD, PsyD)

• Social worker (LCSW, LISW)

• Counselor (LPC)

• Marriage and Family Therapist (LMFT)

• Psychiatrists

• Nurse Practitioners



What to Look For

• There are many barriers to therapy
• Time, finances, culturally competent therapist…

• Ask questions and problem-solve around the barriers together
• Frequency: will it be weekly, biweekly, monthly?
• Length: will this be 4 weeks, 6 months, a few years?
• Finances: how much is each session, does insurance cover, are there co-

pays, sliding scales?
• Cultural competency: do you work with other people of my background? 

How do you gain training in this area?



What to Look For

Search for local allies.

Do your research.

Seek diverse providers.

Ask questions.

Give the relationship a chance.



What to do while you wait

https://www.onoursleeves.org/
mental-wellness-tools-
guides/while-you-wait-for-
mental-health-services



Thank You!
Stay connected!

@OnOurSleeves

@ArianaHoet

@OnOurSleevesOfficial

@ArianaHoetPhd

OnOurSleeves.Org



On Our Sleeves:

Who We Are



Expert-created resources…

Trending Conversations

On Our Sleeves 
Insights & Data

Global Research & 
Literature

NATIONWIDE CHILDREN'S 
HOSPITAL
BEHAVIORAL 
HEALTH EXPERTS

On Our Sleeves Resources & 
Programs



…to all U.S. communities…

73

Families Primary Care 
Clinicians

EmployersTeachers/Schools

OnOurSleeves.Org

Weekly Expert Newsletter

While You Wait Kits
Coming Q2

Emotional Empowerment

Mooderators with 
GoNoodle

Monthly Teacher Kit 
Subscriptions

Kindness Kits

The Great Collide

Bloom: Supporting 
You in Growing Kids’ 

Mental Well-Being

Advocacy 101

Anxiety Resources
New! Q2

Teen Mental Health 
Discussion Guide for 

Boys & Girls Club

Train the Trainer Program
Coming 2023

FirstBook

Youth-Serving 
Organizations

YouTube Channel, 
Social Channels

Social Media & Kids’ Mental 
Health 

New! Q1

The Ripple Effect

Education Partner
Toolkits



SKILLSLITERACYSTIGMA

The 
Casserole 

Effect

Education
& 

Understanding

Small Hinges 
Swing Big 

Doors

…so everyone understands and promotes children’s mental health



STIGMA

…so everyone understands and promotes children’s mental health



LITERACY

…so everyone understands and promotes children’s mental health



SKILLS

…so everyone understands and promotes children’s mental health



National Impact
On Our Sleeves resources and curricula 
are in ALL 50 STATES AND NEARLY 2 
MILLION CLASSROOMS.

people have interacted with content at 
OnOurSleeves.org and through our social and 
dedicated YouTube channel, including special 
resources to support LGBTQ children and historically 
underrepresented populations, resources on habit 
formation, and modern stresses.

MORE THAN 3 MILLION

The Great Collide publication on 
children’s mental health and 

working parents has

OVER 104 MILLION
IMPRESSIONS

OVER 4.5 MILLION
Plays of The Mooderators

content on GoNoodle,
since May 2022

OVER 73 MILLION
IMPRESSIONS

For Operation: Conversation; helping 
adults create a 

routine of having mental health 
“check-in” conversations with kids


