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YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID (YMHFA)
National Children and Youth Services (NCYS)
Participant Training Manual
Duration: 4 Hours (Can be expanded to 8 hours)
Audience:
· Foster Parents 
· Case Managers 
· Youth Workers 
· Teachers 
· Volunteers 
· Community Leaders 
· Child Welfare Professionals 

Learning Objectives
By the end of this training participants will be able to:
✓ Understand common mental health challenges affecting youth.
✓ Recognize early warning signs.
✓ Respond safely to youth experiencing emotional distress.
✓ Support a youth until professional help is available.
✓ Understand trauma-informed approaches.
✓ Reduce stigma surrounding mental illness.
✓ Promote resilience and healthy coping skills.

What is Youth Mental Health First Aid?
Youth Mental Health First Aid is the help provided to a young person who may be:
· Developing a mental health problem 
· Experiencing worsening symptoms 
· Facing an emotional crisis 
· Showing suicidal thoughts 
· Experiencing panic attacks 
· Using substances 
· Experiencing trauma 
Mental Health First Aid is NOT therapy.
It is immediate support until appropriate professional treatment is obtained.

Why It Matters
Nearly 1 in 5 children experiences a mental health disorder each year.
Many young people never receive treatment.
Early intervention greatly improves long-term outcomes.
Youth often show warning signs months before a crisis occurs.

Common Mental Health Disorders
Anxiety Disorders
Signs include:
• Constant worry
• Panic attacks
• Difficulty concentrating
• Trouble sleeping
• Physical complaints
• School avoidance

Depression
Possible signs include:
• Persistent sadness
• Irritability
• Withdrawal from friends
• Fatigue
• Changes in appetite
• Loss of interest
• Hopelessness

Trauma and PTSD
Youth who have experienced:
· Abuse 
· Neglect 
· Violence 
· Family separation 
· Immigration trauma 
· Community violence 
may experience:
· Hypervigilance 
· Flashbacks 
· Aggression 
· Emotional numbness 
· Difficulty trusting adults 

ADHD
Characteristics include:
· Inattention 
· Hyperactivity 
· Impulsivity 
· Difficulty following directions 
· Poor organization 

Eating Disorders
Warning signs:
· Significant weight changes 
· Food restriction 
· Excessive exercise 
· Fear of gaining weight 
· Frequent bathroom visits after meals 

Substance Use
Signs include:
· Sudden behavior changes 
· Poor school performance 
· Secretive behavior 
· Bloodshot eyes 
· Mood swings 

Warning Signs of Mental Health Crisis
Watch for:
✓ Talking about death
✓ Giving away possessions
✓ Self-harm
✓ Extreme mood changes
✓ Isolation
✓ Persistent hopelessness
✓ Sleeping all day
✓ Panic attacks
✓ Hallucinations
✓ Aggressive behavior

Trauma-Informed Care Principles
Always remember:
Safety
Help youth feel physically and emotionally safe.
Trust
Be honest.
Keep promises.
Choice
Whenever possible, allow youth choices.
Collaboration
Work together.
Empowerment
Focus on strengths instead of weaknesses.

Active Listening Skills
Use:
✔ Open-ended questions
✔ Calm voice
✔ Eye contact
✔ Reflective listening
✔ Empathy
Avoid:
✘ Interrupting
✘ Arguing
✘ Judging
✘ Giving lectures
✘ Minimizing feelings

The ALGEE Action Plan
A — Assess
Evaluate for:
· Suicide risk 
· Self-harm 
· Immediate danger 

L — Listen
Listen without judgment.
Allow the youth to speak freely.
Validate emotions.
Example:
"I can see you're having a really difficult time."

G — Give Reassurance
Offer hope.
Normalize seeking help.
Avoid saying:
"Just get over it."
Instead say:
"You're not alone. Help is available."

E — Encourage Professional Help
Refer to:
· Therapist 
· School counselor 
· Pediatrician 
· Psychiatrist 
· Crisis services 

E — Encourage Self-Help
Teach:
· Healthy sleep 
· Exercise 
· Journaling 
· Healthy eating 
· Mindfulness 
· Positive social support 

Responding to Panic Attacks
Remain calm.
Encourage slow breathing.
Stay nearby.
Avoid overwhelming the youth.
Use grounding techniques such as identifying five things they can see, four they can feel, three they can hear, two they can smell, and one they can taste.

Responding to Self-Harm
Stay calm.
Do not shame.
Ask directly:
"Can you tell me what happened?"
Assess immediate safety.
Connect to professional care.

Suicide Prevention
Ask directly if concerned.
Examples:
"Are you thinking about hurting yourself?"
Research shows asking does NOT increase suicide risk.
Never promise secrecy.
Seek immediate professional help when suicide risk exists.

Building Protective Factors
Promote:
· Strong relationships 
· Family support 
· Positive school experiences 
· Cultural identity 
· Healthy routines 
· Community involvement 
· Problem-solving skills 

Working with Foster Youth
Many foster youth have experienced:
· Multiple placements 
· Abuse 
· Neglect 
· Loss 
· Separation 
· Trauma 
Support includes:
· Predictable routines 
· Consistency 
· Positive reinforcement 
· Patience 
· Emotional regulation coaching 

Cultural Competence
Mental health looks different across cultures.
Always:
· Respect beliefs 
· Use interpreters when needed 
· Avoid assumptions 
· Recognize cultural strengths 

Confidentiality
Respect privacy.
Share information only with authorized individuals or when required to protect the youth or others from imminent harm, in accordance with law and organizational policy.

Self-Care for Helpers
Helping others can be emotionally demanding.
Practice:
· Healthy boundaries 
· Regular breaks 
· Supervision 
· Exercise 
· Sleep 
· Peer support 
Remember:
You cannot pour from an empty cup.

Key Takeaways
✔ Mental health challenges are common.
✔ Early intervention saves lives.
✔ Listen before giving advice.
✔ Stay calm during crises.
✔ Encourage professional help.
✔ Use trauma-informed care.
✔ Every supportive adult can make a difference.

Knowledge Check
1. What is the primary goal of Youth Mental Health First Aid? 
· A. Diagnose mental illness 
· B. Provide immediate support until appropriate professional help is obtained 
· C. Replace counseling services 
· D. Prescribe medication 
2. Which of the following is not part of the ALGEE Action Plan? 
· A. Assess for risk 
· B. Listen without judgment 
· C. Diagnose the disorder 
· D. Encourage professional help 
3. Name three warning signs that may indicate a youth is experiencing a mental health crisis. 
4. Why is a trauma-informed approach especially important when working with youth in foster care or who have experienced adversity? 
5. True or False: Asking a young person directly if they are thinking about suicide increases the likelihood that they will attempt suicide. 
Answer Key:
1. B 
2. C 
3. Examples include self-harm, talking about death, extreme mood changes, isolation, hopelessness, panic attacks, hallucinations, or aggressive behavior. 
4. Because many youth have experienced trauma, and trauma-informed care promotes safety, trust, choice, collaboration, and empowerment, reducing the risk of re-traumatization. 
5. False
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