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At Signet, one of our core values is “Teach Students, Not Subjects.” We strive to address our students as 
whole people with a lot going on in their lives, not just as students who need to learn a specific concept. 
That’s why we wanted to create a guide devoted to talking about mental health. Mental health is a multi-
dimensional, multi-layered issue, and it is both a sensitive and important topic for many students and 
parents. Good mental health supports everything students do, while poor mental health can undermine 
even the brightest and most ambitious students. 

After reading this guide, you will:
•	 Understand the common mental health challenges high schoolers face
•	 Recognize the warning signs of a mental health issue or concern
•	 Know where and how to get help if necessary
•	 Be able to employ simple strategies to promote better mental health 
•	 Have access to resources for further reading or assistance

Very often, parents will approach Signet with challenges that they believe are due to a lack of motivation or 
effort, hoping we will “fix” the problem with tutoring or coaching. But sometimes these challenges actually 
have to do with underlying mental health issues, and in those circumstances, students may need help 
beyond the services we provide.

While we’ve consulted with mental health professionals on this content and worked hard to give you a 
thoughtful, comprehensive look at mental health, this guide is in no way intended to be a substitute for 
consultation with a trained and licensed professional. Students and parents who feel they need additional 
support should arrange for such a consultation or use the list of resources we’ve provided at the end of 
this guide.

INTROducTION

Before we take off on the topic of mental health, it’s important to establish a baseline of what exactly 
mental health is. In short: mental health is psychological well-being. The World Health Organization offers a 
comprehensive definition:

“Mental health is defined as a state of well-being in which every individual 
realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, 
can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to 
her or his community.” 1

WHAT IS MeNTAl HeAlTH?

1 “Mental health: A state of well-being,” World Health Organization,  
http://www.who.int/features/factfiles/mental_health/en/
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It’s worth considering the reasons why mental health is so important. Mental health touches nearly every 
aspect of our lives:

Physical Health: Mental health conditions such as anxiety, depression, and chronic stress 
have been linked to physical conditions such as high blood pressure and heart disease. Good 
mental health also allows us to make choices that are better for our physical health, especially 
when it comes to nutrition and exercise.

Relationships: When we have good mental health, we are able to relate to others in more 
positive and meaningful ways. This applies to all kinds of relationships, from parents and 
teachers to friends, co-workers, and romantic partners.

Work/School: The ability to work efficiently and focus on tasks to completion can be 
hampered by poor mental health. On the other hand, good mental health may promote better 
performance at school or work.

Personal development: Individuals with good mental health tend to have more success in 
setting and achieving their goals. They are also better able to manage stress when it arises in 
the course of daily life, as it inevitably does for all of us.

In other words, mental health matters. It plays a big role in an individual’s sense of well-being and the 
contributions they can make to the world.

WHY IS MeNTAl HeAlTH IMPORTANT?

For students who struggle with anxiety, depression, or other concerns, the idea of maintaining good mental 
health can feel elusive. It can seem as though some people are given the gift of good mental health while 
others simply aren’t. Science has shown that there are, in fact, a number of contributing factors to mental 
health, some biological and others environmental.

What this means is that some factors that contribute to mental health are beyond our control. For example, 
a student is not in control of whether a condition such as depression is part of their family’s genetic 
makeup.

On the other hand, there are plenty of environmental factors that significantly impact mental health, and 
these can be addressed and changed. These factors include nutrition, sleep, exercise, and fun/relaxation, all 
of which we will address in greater detail in later sections.

WHAT AFFecTS MeNTAl HeAlTH?
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External stressors are one of the biggest environmental factors that can negatively impact mental health. 
The National Institute of Health notes that “continued strain on your body from routine stress may 
contribute to serious health problems, such as heart disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, and other 
illnesses, as well as mental disorders like depression or anxiety.” 2

Unfortunately, today’s teenagers are chronically stressed out, as reported by the American Psychological 
Association. Their findings include:

MeNTAl HeAlTH ANd THe 
eFFecTS OF STReSS

2 ““5 Things You Should Know About Stress,” National Institute of Mental Health, 
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/stress/index.shtml 
3 “When is the Pressure Too High?” Signet Education Blog,  
https://signeteducation.com/blog/when-is-the-pressure-too-high

Part of the reason teens are more stressed than ever before may be the unreasonable expectations being 
placed on them, according to Dr. Angela Currie, a Boston-based psychologist. “Kindergarteners are now 
expected to read, and the pressures only increase from there. Adolescents are expected to participate in 
AP classes and a huge number of extracurriculars, take the SATs early, and know what they want to do in 
college. This contributes to both stress and anxiety [...] reaching epidemic levels in today’s youth.” 3

Stress is extremely 
common among  

TeeNAgeRS
and spikes during  
the school year

Teenagers perceive  
their stress to be 

HIgHeR THAN
what they consider 

healthy

83%
of teens identify school 

as somewhat or 
significantly stressful
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SIgNS THAT A STudeNT MAY 
Be STRugglINg WITH MeNTAl 
HeAlTH ISSueS
It’s important for both parents and students to be aware of the warning signs of an underlying mental health 
issue. Although teens report feeling more stress than they deem healthy, they may also think their stress 
levels are “normal” in comparison to their peers in school. And in some ways, they might be right; many 
teens struggle with two of the most common mental health issues: anxiety and depression. Child Mind 
Institute reports that roughly 32% of young people (ages 13-18) meet the criteria for an anxiety disorder, 
and approximately 14% of young people suffer from depression.4

While both anxiety and depression have their own challenges, there are also plenty of resources, support, 
and treatment options available. Here’s a quick overview:

Anxiety
Diagnosable anxiety can look very different in different people but is most basically characterized as 
several months of persistent worry and anxiety. It can include somatic symptoms (biting nails, pulling hair, 
stomach aches, not eating), avoidance of social situations, and an uncontrollable worry about how they’re 
“measuring up” against others.5 

Therapist Lynn Lyons, an expert in anxiety in children and adolescents, posits that we inadvertently harm 
anxious kids by shielding them from uncomfortable moments, which lets what was a normal childhood 
“nervousness” turn into a full-blown anxiety disorder.6 While this is a simple explanation for a complicated 
issue, it likely holds some truth.

Anxiety in adolescents often looks like perfectionism but can also include withdrawal and avoidance. 
The underlying feeling is often a fear of failure, and that’s the part parents can be on the alert for. Is she 
obsessively studying for her math test because she’s fascinated by algorithms or because she doesn’t want 
to disappoint you? Is he not eating breakfast because he’s running out of time or because worry about his 
first-period class has suppressed his appetite? Does she fall apart if you change something in her daily or 
weekly routine? If he’s nervous about something happening at school that day, will he try to avoid going to 
school? Does it take her a long time to fall asleep?

These are some of the behaviors that an adolescent with anxiety might display. All of them can be normal 
to a certain extent, but sometimes these sorts of worries build into a deep anxiety that doesn’t fade away. If 
parents notice their child perseverating on worries, not sleeping, or beginning to avoid things due to worry, 
they should make an appointment with their PCP as a first step.

4 “Children’s Mental Health Report,” Child Mind Institute, https://childmind.org/2015-childrens-mental-health-report
5 American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (Fifth Edition).
6 Lynn Lyons, “An Exercise to Put Young Clients in the Therapeutic Driver’s Seat,” Psychotherapy Networker, https://
www.psychotherapynetworker.org/blog/details/691/helping-children-master-anxiety-with-a-superheros-gusto
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Depression is a mood disorder characterized by a persistent, multi-week low feeling accompanied by a 
loss of interest in most things.7 People with diagnosed depression often feel hopeless, guilty, or sad, have 
a reduced appetite, and/or require greater effort than usual to move through their daily life. Diagnoses of 
depression have increased in recent years. 

Signs of depression can look very different from person to person. Some areas of your student’s life to keep 
an eye on are diet, sleep, and relationships. Is she eating less? Is he sleeping more or seeming lethargic in 
a way he didn’t used to? Is she feeling overwhelmed by school? Is he giving up trying to work out conflicts 
with friends or connect with new people? Are her grades declining? Has he started withdrawing from 
activities he used to enjoy? Answering ‘yes’ to most or all of these questions is by no means a diagnosis, but 
it might mean it’s time to seek guidance. 

That being said, the normal ups and downs of adolescence can sometimes look like depression, especially 
in girls.8 So it’s important to remember that diagnosable depression is pervasive and persists over several 
weeks. If you are worried or in doubt, make an appointment with your child’s PCP as a first step.

NOTe: The line between run of the mill responses to stress and clinical anxiety or depression is 
blurry and shifting. While parents and students may feel inclined to chalk up certain behaviors 
and feelings to "normal" stress, it's important for parents and students to be proactive. Not 
addressing a mental health concern can allow it to develop into a much more serious issue.

depression

7 American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (Fifth Edition).
8 Steingard, “Mood Disorders and Teenage Girls” 
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A student may need support if they are experiencing the following:

»  Eating too much or too little

»  Sleeping too much or too little

»  Pulling away from friends and family

»  Loss of interest in usual activities

»  Having low or no energy

»  Feeling helpless or hopeless

»  Feeling unusually confused, forgetful, on edge, angry, upset, worried, or scared

»  Poor performance school or slipping grades

»  Yelling or fighting with family and friends

»  Severe mood swings

»  Experimenting with alcohol or drugs

»  Frequent stomach aches or headaches with no physical explanation

»  Self-harming, risky, or destructive behaviors

»  Thoughts of suicide

SIgNS THAT A STudeNT MAY Need 
MeNTAl HeAlTH SuPPORT

Because public discussion of mental health has long been avoided in this country (and around the world), 
awareness around mental health issues is lower than it should be.

To help you learn more about the factors that contribute to mental health and the signs that indicate a 
mental health issue, we’ve put together a simple Mental Health checklist. This is not a comprehensive 
diagnostic tool, but it can help get the conversation around mental health started. 

We recommend that students print out the checklist and spend some time completing it. Ideally, this would 
be followed by a discussion between student and parent, although we recognize this isn’t possible in all 
families. If many of the answers to these questions indicate an underlying issue, we strongly recommend 
students consult with their PCP, school counselor, or a mental health professional to discuss this in more 
depth. A well-timed preventative appointment can save weeks, months, or even years of difficulty. 

MeNTAl HeAlTH cHecklIST
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Sleep
Are you sleeping 7-9 hours/night?

 Yes        No

If not, how much do you average?

Do you fall asleep in less than 20 minutes?

 Yes        No

If not, how long does it take you?

Once you’re asleep, do you stay asleep all night?

 Yes        No

If not, how often do you wake up?

Do you ever take medication to help you fall asleep?

 Yes        No

Wellness
Do you exercise 2-3 times/week?

 Yes        No

If not, how often?

Do you drink 8-10 glasses of water each day?

 Yes        No

If not, how many?

Do you eat three meals each day?

 Yes        No

If not, when are you eating?

Do you eat at least some fruits or vegetables  

most days?

 Yes        No

Do you visit your school nurse more than  

once/month?

 Yes        No

If yes, what are you visiting them for?

How many days of school do you miss in a year?

Social life

Do you ever find time to get bored (that’s a good 

thing!)?

 Yes        No

Do you have enough unstructured downtime with 

friends?

 Yes        No

Describe your relationship with your parents:

Do you spend more than two hours each day in 

front of a computer or TV screen?

 Yes        No

If yes, how many hours?

Do you have close friends who you trust?

 Yes        No

Do you feel connected to at least one adult at 

school or elsewhere in your life?

 Yes        No

MeNTAl   HeAlTH   cHecklIST
The Mental Health Checklist is intended to help you assess how you’re doing with self-care. Complete 
this questionnaire in a calm space, both mentally and physically, and be honest with your answers. 
Aim to identify a family member, teacher, mentor, physician, or other trusted adult with whom you feel 
comfortable discussing your responses.

Please note that this questionnaire is not a clinical diagnostic tool and should not be used as a substitute for 
seeking professional support.
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common mental health pitfalls

Do you notice that you’re anxious or worried on a 

daily basis?

 Yes        No

If yes, what are you usually worried about?

Do other people call you “a worrier?”

 Yes        No

Do you feel like you have enough energy most 

days?

 Yes        No

How often would you describe your mood as sad?

Do you get irritated or frustrated faster than you’d 

like to?

 Yes        No

Do you consider yourself disorganized?

 Yes        No

If yes, does it create problems in your life?

 Yes        No

Are you easily distracted?

 Yes        No

 

Look back at your checklist and pick 2-3 items that 

you’d like to focus on for this semester.

Make a plan for how you will improve on each of 

these items using the space below:

The 2-3 items I’d like to focus on this semester are:

One way I’ll follow through on each of these is:
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Students who are managing anxiety, depression, or other clinical mental health issues should follow the 
treatment programs prescribed by their licensed mental health professionals. With that said, there are many 
students who suffer from stress but whose conditions do not reach clinical levels. These individuals can 
improve their overall mental health by addressing some basic, but critical, elements of self-care. Students 
with anxiety and depression may well find their doctors prescribing similar recommendations.

exercise. Physical activity is excellent for improving mental health and so good at reducing 
stress that the APA calls it “one of the most effective stress busters.”9 It’s recommended 
that adolescents get at least one hour of physical activity per day. For teens not involved 
in organized sports, this can be a challenge since many schools no longer provide enough 
physical education. Students can choose extracurricular activities like yoga, skateboarding, 
and dancing to increase their heart rate. Walking or biking to school can also be a great 
way to incorporate exercise into a student’s daily routine.

Nutrition. More and more scientific studies are finding links between diet and mental 
health. An unhealthy diet is considered a risk factor for anxiety and depression, while eating 
well can protect a student’s mental health. A healthy, balanced diet should include:

•	 fruits and vegetables
•	 whole grains
•	 low-fat dairy
•	 lean protein
•	 limited amounts of sodium, saturated fat, and added sugar

Students should make sure to eat a healthy and filling breakfast each morning and avoid skipping meals. 
If the school day is followed by extracurricular activities, pack a light snack to maintain energy. It’s also 
important to drink plenty of water throughout the day. The recommendation is that teenagers drink 
between 8-11 cups of water daily.10

Sleep. Sleep is critical for good mental health, but most teens are not sleeping enough 
each night. Although the APA recommends high schoolers get nine hours of sleep, teens 
report an average of just 7.4 hours on school nights. Inadequate sleep can contribute to low 
energy, an inability to focus leading to poor school performance, and emotional instability. 
Instead of planning to “catch up” on sleep over the weekend, students should try to get 
the same amount of sleep all week long (although a little extra sleep on weekends is okay). 
Establishing a consistent bedtime can be helpful.

MANAgINg ANd IMPROVINg 
MeNTAl HeAlTH

9 “Teens and stress: How to keep mental health in check,” American Psychological Association,  
http://www.apa.org/helpcenter/stress-teens.aspx 
10 “Water: How Much Do Kids Need?” Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, https://www.eatright.org/fitness/sports-
and-performance/hydrate-right/water-go-with-the-flow
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downtime. With all the academic and extracurricular responsibilities teenagers face, it can 
be difficult for them to find balance in their lives. Nevertheless, it’s vital that students spend 
time doing activities other than schoolwork. They should consistently make time for friends 
and family, and they should also leave some space to pursue hobbies and passions that 
bring them joy. Students who struggle with leaving free time for the “fun stuff” can build 
leisure activities into their schedules by blocking off time in their calendars. Prioritizing 
downtime provides an excellent counterweight to the pressures of school.

Relationships. Students need strong, positive relationships during their high school years to 
support their mental health. Relationships with parents are key; the Mayo Clinic reports that 
strong parent-child relationships can help prevent depression.11 Parents can foster these 
relationships by:

•	 Setting aside time each day to talk with their teens
•	 Encouraging children to express their feelings
•	 Praising their strengths, whether in academics, music, athletics, relationships, or other 

areas 

While parent-child relationships are critical, friendships are also important for young people. The Mayo 
Clinic also reports that positive peer experiences and strong friendships can stave off depression. Being part 
of a team by participating in team sports or other organized group activities can boost a student’s self-
esteem and increase their feelings of social support.12

Social Media. Setting clear boundaries around social media can be vital to a student’s 
well-being. Scientific evidence has not yet presented a clear link between social media use 
and mental health in teens, although many parents (and teenagers themselves!) sense that 
social media has a negative impact.13 Much of the impact appears to depend on how teens 
use the various social media platforms. For many teens, social media can create feelings of 
sadness, isolation, or competition. For example: 14

•	 Finding out about a party or group activity they weren’t invited to
•	 Hyperfocusing on the number of likes or comments on social media posts and feeling badly when they 

don’t get “enough”
•	 Being a victim of cyberbullying, including having something posted about them that is mean-spirited or 

an invasion of privacy
•	 FOMO: A fear of missing out on the latest gossip and not being in the loop at school the next day

Even if students are using social media in positive ways that build connections and relationships, it may still 
contribute to stress; for one thing, social media is often a distraction from completing homework, studying, 
or doing other important school-related activities. Too much time on Facebook also means less time 
available for non-school activities, which creates stress and can interfere with important self-care habits 
such as sleep, exercise, and nutrition.

11 “Tween and Teen Health,” Mayo Clinic https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/tween-and-teen-health/in-
depth/teen-depression/art-20046841
12 “Tween and Teen Health,” Mayo Clinic
13  Erin Walsh, M.A. and David Walsh, Ph.D. “It’s Complicated: Teens, Social Media, and Mental Health,” Psychology 
Today, https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/smart-parenting-smarter-kids/201709/its-complicated-teens-
social-media-and-mental-health
14 Leah Shafer, “Social Media and Teen Anxiety,” Harvard Graduate School of Education,  
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/17/12/social-media-and-teen-anxiety

SIGNETEDUCATION.COM 12

https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/tween-and-teen-health/in-depth/teen-depression/art-20046841
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/tween-and-teen-health/in-depth/teen-depression/art-20046841
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/smart-parenting-smarter-kids/201709/its-complicated-teens-social-media-and-mental-health
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/smart-parenting-smarter-kids/201709/its-complicated-teens-social-media-and-mental-health
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/17/12/social-media-and-teen-anxiety


All this is to say that parents and students should work together to set boundaries around social media 
usage. Parents need to set a good example by curtailing their own smartphone and social media time.15 
Families might establish phone-free zones, such as the dinner table, and phone-free hours, such as during 
homework time. 

If a teen seems stressed by social media, parents should pay attention to the source of the stress. Starting 
a conversation about the problem can be immensely helpful. Once a parent and student have talked 
through the root causes of the problem, come up with some strategies to address it. Depending on the kind 
of negative experience a student is having, unfriending/unfollowing specific people or leaving particular 
groups may alleviate the problem, or the student may want to consider deleting social media accounts 
altogether.

Time to Make a change

Sometimes, despite their best efforts to lead a balanced life, young people find they just don’t have time to 
get enough sleep and exercise, proper nutrition, and adequate downtime. A demanding workload at school 
and a full schedule of extracurricular activities may mean students lead a high-stress lifestyle, in which 
they sacrifice health for good grades and all-around involvement.  But when a student’s physical or mental 
health is compromised, it may be time to discuss priorities. What’s the point of being a straight-A student if 
it means feeling constantly anxious and overwhelmed? School is important, but health is more important. 

Depending on a student’s situation, they may need to consider some or all of the following:

•	 Taking a less challenging course load
•	 Dropping an extracurricular activity
•	 Setting a daily time limit for homework
•	 Improving study and time management skills
•	 Recalibrating expectations around the college admissions process

Luckily, Signet’s got you covered. Our in-depth guides on organization, studying, extracurriculars, and the 
college process all offer practical advice and fresh perspective to help students reframe their relationship 
to school and reduce overall stress. All of our guides are available at https://signeteducation.com/guides. 
Working with a mentor (teacher or other adult) or an academic or life coach can also be beneficial. Reach 
out to us if you’d like to explore this kind of support.

15 Rachel Ehmki, “How Using Social Media Affects Teenagers,” Child Mind Institute,  
https://childmind.org/article/how-using-social-media-affects-teenagers/
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How to Avoid the Whirlpool
One of the biggest culprits of stress in high 
school, for students and parents alike, is the high 
school whirlpool. What exactly is the whirlpool? 
It’s a phenomenon that begins when parents and 
students start to “hear things,” usually in 9th or 
10th grade, about how kids can be “successful.” 
The rumors often focus on getting into the most 
exclusive or elite colleges. Families in academically 
competitive schools and with high-achieving teens 
are the most likely to get sucked into the whirlpool. 

It starts with a story, typically about some 
unidentified child that is supposed to represent 
every high schooler’s experience:

Getting sucked in happens slowly at first; one 
story becomes two, two become ten, and before 
you know it, rumors and comparisons have come 
to dominate a family’s high school experience. 
Parents and students may begin changing their 
course of action, reacting to the things they’ve 
heard about how to be “successful,” perhaps 
without ever defining what success actually means 
to them. At the center of the whirlpool, decisions 
are being made that don’t reflect students’ best 
interests.

The bad news is that some people never escape 
the whirlpool. They stay stuck through college 
and throughout their adult lives. “Keeping up with 
the Joneses” is one manifestation of the whirlpool 
beyond high school.

The good news is, you CAN avoid the whirlpool. It 
is not an inevitable part of high school!
 
How to Avoid the Whirlpool

•	 don’t bury your head in the sand. Trying to 
avoid the rumor mill of high school might 
seem reasonable, but unfortunately, it isn’t 
very effective. These rumors and comparisons 
are part of the high-school social fabric for 
both parents and students, and there will be 
times when you just can’t get away, short of 
plugging your ears and shouting “La la la!” mid-
conversation.

•	 get informed. Having plenty of good 
information about the high school experience, 
and particularly the college application 
process, will give your family confidence in the 
decisions you make together and make you less 
vulnerable to being influenced by what other 
families are doing.

•	 Focus on what’s best for your student. It’s 
vital that you prioritize your student’s mental, 
emotional, physical, and spiritual development 
above all else, including how they compare 
to others. Where your child goes to school is 
important, but guiding them toward being a 
happy and healthy adult is significantly more so. 

•	 Help your student create their own trajectory. 
Students should think through what they want 
out of high school, and then work hard to 
stay on their own path. This involves defining 
what success means to them, across multiple 
dimensions (including the mental, emotional, 
physical, and spiritual components described 
above).

I heard about a boy last year who got a 
32 on the AcT and didn’t get accepted 
to any of the 7 schools where he applied.

I heard Asian Americans from my child’s 
school never get admitted to Ivy leagues.

I heard that colleges frown upon 
dropping a language during high school, 
so I shouldn’t allow my daughter to drop 
Spanish class.
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AcTION ITeM: The Self-Report card. Students may want to create a Self-Report card that defines 
their vision of success, breaks it down into measurable goals, and then measures their progress. 
Students will be responsible for honestly grading themselves and should complete a Self-Report 
card as often as they receive one from school. A blank version of the Self-Report card appears in 
Appendix A.

Sample: My Self Report card

My Vision of Success: Get my schoolwork done on time without having to pull all-

nighters or spend the whole weekend working.

goal Progress Self-grade Notes What Will I 
change?

Start homework 
by 3pm

Usually happens 
3 out of 5 days/
week

B If I get on my 
phone after 
school, I tend to 
start homework 
late

Set an alarm 
for 3pm so I 
know to put 
my phone 
away and start 
working

Get 8 hours of 
sleep

This has been 
really successful

A Going to bed 
the same time 
every night 
made this easier

Keep doing 
what I’m doing!

Plan out larger 
projects so I’m 
not rushed at 
the end

Did this at the 
beginning of 
the semester 
but didn't keep 
up with it

C+ I need to do 
some planning 
every day or 
things slip 
through the 
cracks

Before I start 
homework, take 
10 minutes each 
day to plan 
out long-term 
assignments or 
projects

The high school whirlpool is dangerous, but you do not have to get caught in the vortex. If students set 
their own course and pursue it relentlessly, and if parents support them in a way that promotes their 
individual development, everyone will be swimming for the horizon in no time.

SIGNETEDUCATION.COM 15



One trend on the rise with high school graduates is the “gap year.” This is a finite amount of time (usually 
around one calendar year) used to pursue things other than school between high school and college. The 
gap year can be spent working a job, traveling, or doing volunteer work. It can also be a great opportunity 
for students who feel burned out by high school to rest and recover before heading to college. Good 
Therapy reports that taking a gap year can decrease a student’s chances of depression, alcohol abuse, 
disordered eating, and anxiety.16

Although the gap year has become more common, many parents and students are still unclear about the 
purpose of a gap year and whether it’s the right choice for their family. Here are some gap year stats:

duration: A gap year can last up to 15 months, from the day a student graduates from high school through 
the end of the following summer.

Purpose: Many parents in particular misunderstand the purpose of a gap year. It’s not intended to be a 
responsibility-free break between high school and college, but rather a time for personal growth and 
development outside of the academic world.

Sample Timeline: Here’s an example of what a gap year might look like.

•	 June:    Graduation!

•	 July–September:   Summer job to save up for later travel; begin planning for the upcoming year.

•	 September–January:  Take advantage of an opportunity that’s both enjoyable and promotes social, 
    occupational, and/or academic growth. Some great places to find these 
    opportunities are uSA gap Year Fairs (http://www.usagapyearfairs.org/),
    gap Year (http://www.gapyear.com/), and Projects Abroad 
    (http://www.projects-abroad.org/).

•	 February–June:   Work, intern, take a course or two at a local community college, and/or visit 
    friends at college. This can also be an opportunity to travel using money saved 
    from working over the summer and/or in the fall.

•	 July–September:   Continue studying, working, traveling, and/or connecting with friends while  
    preparing to head to college.

Benefits: Often, self-growth is the process that occurs in the background while we aren’t paying attention. 
As a result, it can be ignored or devalued. But the self, especially during times of transition, should be 
prioritized. At the transitional phase between high school and college, understanding who one is and 
where one’s passions lie is of the utmost importance. Entering college as a freshman after a gap year, 
students have the distinct advantages of maturity, additional education, a rested mind, and increased social 
confidence.

TAkINg TIMe OFF WITH A gAP YeAR 

16  The Gap Year: Mental health Benefits of Taking Time Off,” GoodTherapy.org, https://www.goodtherapy.org/
blog/the-gap-year-mental-health-benefits-of-taking-time-off-0517167
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Who should consider a gap year? The gap year won’t be the right choice for every student. Many high 
school seniors feel excited and ready to leave home and tackle the adventures college has in store. 
Students who may want to consider a gap year include those who:
•	 Need additional time to mature before leaving home and living on their own.
•	 Are burned out from high school and want to recover before going to college.
•	 Want to travel or pursue a passion project before committing to 4+ years of college.
•	 Are dealing with mental health issues that need attention and stabilization.

NOTe: One instance where Signet does not recommend taking a gap year is when a student wants a “re-
do” of the college application process. A gap year under these circumstances places immense pressure 
and unreasonable expectations on the student’s performance the second time around. Unless there were 
notable extenuating circumstances during a student’s college process (such as an extended illness), it’s 
best to evaluate the acceptances a student has and choose the option that’s the best fit from the available 
choices.  

Many colleges allow students to defer admission for a year, so it’s possible to take time off while still having 
a concrete plan to attend school the following fall. This can alleviate many fears parents have about their 
child taking a break and never returning to school (not to mention that experiencing the working world is 
often great motivation for going back to school!).

If it’s the right choice, a gap year can be a wonderful opportunity for students to make a positive difference 
in the world, learn about other cultures and ways of being, and grow emotionally. It also may help students 
be more successful and less stressed when they get to college. 

One of the most difficult things for many parents to do is accept that their child is having mental health 
issues that are beyond the bounds of “normal” school stress. Even though teens usually live at home, 
parents often don’t recognize, underestimate, or are in denial about the warning signs of conditions such as 
anxiety and depression.17

There are a few common reasons why parents overlook or ignore (even unconsciously) their children’s 
mental health concerns:18

•	 Parents worry that their parenting will be judged if there is something “wrong” with their children. 
•	 They believe their lives will be complicated or get “off track” if their child is diagnosed with a mental 

health condition. 
•	 There is concern about the cost of mental health providers, who can be expensive. 
•	 Parents want their children to be happy and successful, and they fear that having to cope with mental 

health problems with interfere with their child’s happiness or success. 

AccePTINg THAT A STudeNT 
NeedS HelP

17  Jennifer O’Neil, “Parents ‘In Denial’ About Teens’ Depression and Anxiety,” Yahoo!  

https://www.yahoo.com/news/parents-in-denial-about-teens-depression-and-117195820377.html
18  Aleasa M. Word, “5 Reasons Parents Deny Existence of Children’s Mental Health Conditions,” The Good Men Project, 

https://goodmenproject.com/featured-content/5-reasons-parents-deny-existence-of-childrens-
mental-health-conditions-wrd/
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An underlying contributor to all of the above concerns is our reluctance as a society to talk openly about 
mental health. There is still a major stigma around mental health in this country, and we need to be willing 
to have a more honest conversation about it.

It can be scary to admit that there is a problem and that a child needs help. But if a student is struggling 
with mental health issues, it’s important that parents acknowledge it and use available resources to help 
begin the healing process.

Likewise, students who feel overwhelmed by stress or who suffer from the symptoms described in the 
earlier part of this guide can also be proactive in seeking out help. If a parent doesn’t feel like the right 
person to turn to, students can connect with a teacher, school counselor, or other trusted adult. 

Having the appropriate support mechanisms in place is crucial for students (and adults) dealing with mental 
health concerns. A variety of treatment options are available, including talk therapy, medication, and 
courses in managing anxiety. The first two places to look for support are a teen’s primary care physician 
(PCP) or their school counselor, both of whom will be able to recommend additional resources. 

There are also some excellent mental health resources available online, including:

center for Young Women’s Health (https://youngwomenshealth.org)

child Mind Institute (http://www.childmind.org)

girlsHealth.gov (https://www.girlshealth.gov)

go Ask Alice! (http://www.goaskalice.columbia.edu)

Jed Foundation (https://www.jedfoundation.org)

kelty Mental Health Resource centre (http://keltymentalhealth.ca/youth-and-young-adults)

MentalHealth.gov (https://mentalhealth.gov)

Psychology Today (https://www.psychologytoday.com)

ReachOut.com (https://au.reachout.com)

TeensHealth (http://teenshealth.org/en/teens/)

Young Men’s Health (http://youngmenshealthsite.org)

Signet also has connections to a number of mental health professionals and organizations, particularly in 
the Boston area. Please don’t hesitate to reach out to us if you need assistance. The sooner a student gets 
the help they need, the sooner they’ll be on their way to long-term mental well-being.

HOW TO geT HelP
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If there is one idea we’d like readers to take away from this guide, it would be that mental health is all about 
balance. A healthy student balances academic requirements with time for family, friends, and fun activities. 
They balance a focus on school with a focus on self-care. And they balance the skills of discipline, fortitude, 
and stress management with asking for help when they’re overwhelmed. Finding this balance will look 
different for each individual; parents can help by offering their support and staying alert for signs of mental 
health issues. When students have a strong support network, they are more likely to maintain good mental 
health and to seek assistance if there’s a problem. Working together, families can strike that delicate balance 
that allows students to challenge themselves and step outside their comfort zones.

cONcluSION
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APPeNdIX A
My Self Report card

My Vision of Success: 

goal Progress Self-grade Notes What Will I 
change?
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