Mental Health Toolkit
for Black Youth in Nova
Scotia

Empowering Wellness Across
Diverse Black Communities



Table of Contents

Introduction

Understanding Mental Health

What is Mental Health?
What Does it Mean to Have Good Mental Health?
Am | Okay? A Mental Health Check-In
Talking to Parents About Mental Health
Common Mental Health Disorders
Anxiety
Depression
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder
Eating Disorders
Learning Disorders

Autism Spectrum Disorders

Unique Challenges Faced by Black Youth

Racism and Discrimination

Understanding Microaggressions

How to Respond to Racism & Microaggressions

Understanding Post-Traumatic Slave Syndrome (PTSS) & Its Impact on Black
Youth in Nova Scotia

Identity Formation, Intersectionality and Cultural Contexts in Nova Scotia

Colourism

Lack of Cultural Competence/Safety/Humility in Mental Health Care

Lack of Representation in Mental Health Care

Substance Use and Your Mental Health: What You Need to Know

Additional Resources

Specific Mental Health Challenges & Coping Strategies

12

15

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

26

27

30

32

34

35

36

38

39



What Happens in Therapy?

Coping with Anxiety

Coping with Depression

Coping with Trauma & Racial Trauma

Coping with Grief & Loss

General Strategies for Mental Well-being

1.

2.

8.

9

Engage in Cultural and Community Activities in Culturally Affirming Spaces
Seek Culturally Competent Professional Mental Health Services

. Practice Creative Expression

. Develop Critical Consciousness Individually and in Groups

. Develop Healthy Lifestyle Habits

. Utilize Storytelling and Literature

. Inspirational Figures: Black Celebrities Sharing Their Journeys

Engage in Mindfulness and Relaxation Techniques

. Establish Healthy Boundaries

10. Utilize Crisis and Support Helplines

Conclusion

Appendix
A

A

ppendix A

ppendix B

40

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

64



Mental Health Toolkit for Black
Youth in Nova Scotia

Empowering Wellness Across
Diverse Black Communities

Introduction

Navigating adolescence presents unique challenges, and for Black youth in Nova Scotia,
these challenges can be compounded by cultural nuances, systemic factors, and diverse
backgrounds. This toolkit aims to provide comprehensive resources, insights, and support
tailored to African Nova Scotian youth, as well as those from African and Caribbean
immigrant communities.

Navigating mental health can be challenging, especially when cultural factors and societal
pressures come into play. This guide aims to provide Black youth in Nova Scotia with a
comprehensive understanding of various mental health disorders, their symptoms, and
avenues for seeking help. Recognizing and addressing these challenges is a vital step
toward overall well-being.



Understanding Mental Health

Definition: Mental health encompasses our emotional, psychological, and social
well-being, influencing how we think, feel, and act.

Importance: Recognizing the significance of mental health is crucial for personal
development, academic success, and overall quality of life.

MENTAL

HEALTH



What is Mental Health?

Mental health is all about how you think, feel, and handle life’s ups and downs. Just like

your physical health, your mental health affects everything—how you deal with stress,
connect with others, and make decisions.

For Black youth, mental health can feel complicated. You might hear people say things like:
¢ “Just pray about it.”

¢ “Toughen up, we’ve been through worse.”
¢ “Black people don’t get depressed.”

But the truth is, mental health struggles can happen to anyone—and taking care of your
mind is just as important as taking care of your body.

Why Does Mental Health Matter?

When your mental health is in a good place, you:
Feel more in control of your emotions

Have energy to do the things you enjoy

Handle stress in healthy ways

Build better relationships with friends and family

When it’s struggling, you might:

X Feel down or unmotivated all the time

X Have trouble focusing in school

X Get angry or irritated more easily

X Feel disconnected from the people around you



What Does it Mean to Have Good Mental Health?

Mental health or mental well-being is about more than just “not feeling sad” or “not being
anxious.” It’s about feeling balanced, heard, and whole—in your mind, heart, and spirit. It
means having the tools and support to face life’s ups and downs, and knowing that you
don’t have to carry everything by yourself.

For Black youth in Nova Scotia, mental well-being includes the strength that comes from
community, culture, and identity. It’s knowing who you are, where you come from, and
knowing that your story matters. It’s being able to show up as your full self—whether that’s
in your family, your friend group, your school, your church, or wherever you move in the
world.

Mental Well-Being Looks Like...

¢ Feeling safe to express your real emotions, not just what you think people expect
from you

o Knowing it’s okay to ask for help without feeling weak or judged
¢ Having energy and motivation to do the things that matter to you

e Feeling connected—to yourself, your community, your faith, your ancestors, and
your future

e Being able to bounce back after something hard happens
¢ Taking care of your mind the same way you take care of your body, hair, or style
¢ Making space for joy, laughter, rest, and creativity

¢ Speaking kindly to yourself, even on your worst days




It Doesn’t Mean You’re Happy All the Time

Being well doesn’t mean you won’t have bad days. Everyone gets tired, stressed, or
overwhelmed. Mental well-being means you have ways to cope, people who care, and the
belief that things can get better.

You Deserve to Feel Well

Mental well-being is for you—not just for adults, or celebrities, or people with a certain look
or lifestyle. Your mind, your peace, and your happiness matter. You deserve rest, love,
healing, and joy. And no matter where you are in your journey, it’s okay to start small and
take it one step at a time.
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Am | Okay? A Mental Health Check-In

Sometimes you just don’t feel like yourself—and that’s okay. Life can get heavy. This check-
in is here to help you figure out what you might be feeling and why. It's not a diagnosis—just
a starting point. Answer each question with a “Yes” or “No” to help you decide whether it’s
time to talk to someone you trust.

1. Have You Been Feeling Down or Numb Lately?
(Depression-related prompts)
¢ Doyou feel sad, empty, or numb even when good things happen?

¢ Have you stopped enjoying things you used to love—music, sports, games, church,
time with friends?

¢ Do you wake up tired, even when you’ve had enough sleep?
¢ Have you been eating way more or way less than usual?

¢ Do you feel like you're just “going through the motions” or faking a smile to get
through the day?

¢ Do you sometimes wish you could just disappear or feel like you don’t matter?

If you said “Yes” to a few of these... you might be feeling signs of depression. It's more
common than you think—and it doesn’t mean you’re weak. You deserve support and
healing.

2. Do You Worry a Lot or Feel on Edge?
(Anxiety-related prompts)
o Do you often feel nervous, even when nothing’s really wrong?
¢ Do you feel like your mind won’t stop racing—especially at night?
¢ Do you avoid people, school, or situations because you feel overwhelmed?
o Do youfeel pressure to be “perfect” or to never mess up?
¢ Doesyour heartrace or your body feel tight when you’re stressed?

¢ Do you overthink things a lot, especially what others think about you?



If you said “Yes” to some of these... you could be dealing with anxiety. You’re not alone—
and it’s okay to ask for help.

3. Have You Been Through Something That Still Hurts?

(Trauma-related prompts)

Have you seen or experienced something scary, violent, or traumatic that you can’t
forget?

Do you get flashbacks, panic attacks, or nightmares?
Do you avoid places, people, or things that remind you of what happened?
Do you get angry or shut down without really knowing why?

Do you always feel like you have to be “on guard” or ready for something bad?

If these sound familiar... you might be carrying trauma—and that’s a heavy load. Healing is
possible, and you don’t have to carry it alone.

4. Do You Struggle to Stay Focused or Sit Still?

(ADHD-related prompts)

Do you find it hard to focus in class or when someone is talking?

Do you start tasks but get distracted or bored before finishing?

Do you lose or forget things a lot—like your phone, homework, or keys?
Do you feel restless, like you always need to move or do something?

Do you say or do things impulsively and regret them later?

If you said “Yes” to a few of these... you might be dealing with ADHD. It’s not just a “school”
issue—it’s real, and there are tools and strategies that can help.



5. Do You Feel Like You’re on an Emotional Rollercoaster?
(Bipolar-related prompts)

¢ Do you go through extreme highs and lows—feeling on top of the world one moment
and then deeply low?

e Do you have bursts of energy or big ideas that you can’t sit still with?
e Do you sometimes not sleep much but still feel full of energy?

o Do people say your moods change quickly or dramatically?

e Do you make big plans or take risks, then regret them?

If you relate to this... you might be showing signs of bipolar disorder. You’re not “too
much”—your brain just needs balance and care.

6. Do You Ever Hurt Yourself to Cope?
(Self-harm prompts)
e Do you hurt yourself (cutting, hitting, burning) to deal with emotional pain?
e Do you hide injuries or scars and feel ashamed of them?
¢ Doyou feel atemporary “relief,” but worse afterward?
e« Do you feel like you have no other way to express how bad things are?

If this sounds like you... please know you are not alone, and you don’t have to hurt to heal.
There are safer ways to cope—and people who care.

7. Do You Struggle With Eating or Body Image?
(Eating disorder-related prompts)
¢ Do you skip meals or try to control how much you eat to change your body?
¢ Doyou eat a lotin one sitting and feel out of control?
¢ Do you feel guilty or ashamed after eating?
e« Areyou overly focused on weight, food, or body image?

If you said “Yes™... you could be struggling with an eating disorder. This is about more than
food—it’s about how you see yourself. You deserve to feel good in your body.
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What Now?
If you answered “Yes” to a few questions in one or more sections:
o Take a breath. You’re not broken, and you’re not alone.

« Talk to someone you trust—a parent, older sibling, youth leader, pastor, teacher, or
guidance counselor.

o Write down how you feel if talking is hard. Share that note or message with someone
who cares.

e Reach out for help—there are mental health resources made for Black youth who
get it.

You Deserve to Feel Good. You Deserve to Be Heard.

Being strong doesn’t mean suffering in silence. Asking for help is strength. Healing is for
you, too.
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Talking to Parents About Mental Health

Opening up to parents about mental health struggles can be tough—especially in Black
communities where cultural, generational, and religious differences can make these
conversations even harder. Many Black youth in Nova Scotia face unique challenges when
trying to express their feelings, often feeling unheard or misunderstood. Here’s what you
might be up against—and how to cope.

1. Stigma & Silence Around Mental Health

In many Black households, mental health struggles are not openly discussed. Some
parents may:

- See mental health challenges as a weakness or something to hide.

- Believe that talking about anxiety or depression will bring shame to the family.

- Dismiss symptoms with phrases like “You’re just overthinking” or “It’s all in your
head.”

Why this happens:

- Older generations often had to endure hardship without support, so they expect the
same resilience.

- Mental health awareness wasn’t as common when they were growing up, so they
may not recognize signs of depression or anxiety.

2. “Just Pray About It” or “Be Strong”
A common response from parents (especially in religious households) is:

“God will handle it, just pray more.”*
“Back in my day, we toughed it out—you can too.”

While faith can be a source of comfort, mental health is also medical. Just like you wouldn’t
ignore a broken leg, you shouldn’t have to ignore depression, anxiety, or trauma. You can
pray and seek professional support at the same time.
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3. Fear of Being Judged or Misunderstood
Some Black youth worry that if they speak up:

- Their parents will think they’re “crazy” or exaggerating.
- They’llbe compared to others (Look at your cousin, they’re fine!).
- Their struggles will be blamed on phones, laziness, or lack of faith.

4. Lack of Culturally Safe Mental Health Knowledge

Many Black families in Nova Scotia may not have access to mental health resources that
understand racial trauma, systemic discrimination, or the unique pressures of being Black
in a predominantly white province. This makes it harder for parents to recognize when their
child needs help.

How to Cope & Navigate These Conversations

Even if your parents don’t fully understand at first, there are ways to express yourself and
seek support.

1. Choose the Right Time & Approach

- Pick a calm moment—not during an argument or when they’re stressed.

- Use examples they relate to:

- -Remember when [family member] was sick and needed a doctor? My mind feels
sick right now.

- Just like high blood pressure needs treatment, so does anxiety.
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2. Bring in Trusted Adults or Resources

- Ifyour parents don’t get it at first, ask a relative, pastor, or community leader to help

explain.
- Show them articles or videos by Black mental health advocates (like “The Steve
Fund” or “Black Mental Health Canada”).

3. Find Alternative Support
If talking to parents isn’t working right now:

- Reach out to a school counselor (ask if they have experience with Black youth).

- Join ayouth group

- Text or call a helpline (Kids Help Phone: 1-800-668-6868, Black Youth Helpline: 1-
833-294-8650).

4. Practice Self-Care & Set Boundaries

- If your parents dismiss your feelings, don’t internalize it—their reaction is about their
experiences, not your worth.

- Journal, meditate, or talk to friends who get it.

- If needed, limit conversations that make you feel worse and focus on people who
support you.

Remember: Your Feelings Are Valid

Just because your parents don’t fully understand yet doesn’t mean your pain isn’t real.
Many Black youth struggle with this, but you deserve help. Keep advocating for yourself—
whether through small steps with family or by finding support elsewhere. You’re not alone.
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Common Mental Health Disorders

1. Anxiety Disorders

What is Anxiety?

Anxiety involves persistent feelings of worry or fear that interfere with daily activities.

Common Labels:
e Stress
e Nervousness

e Being"on edge"

Symptoms:
¢ Restlessness or feeling wound-up
¢ Fatigue
o Difficulty concentrating
e Irritability

e Muscle tension

e Sleep disturbances

Diagnosis:

e Afamily doctor can conduct an initial assessment and may refer to a psychologist or
psychiatrist for specialized evaluation.
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