
<br /> Alliston Herald ALLISTON - For most kids, there's nothing to look
forward to more than recess and lunchtime. But in the case of 12-year-
old Riley Mitchell, until recently, he dreaded the sound of the school bell
and what would come next. The Grade 6 Alliston Union Public School
Student would find himself completely overwhelmed with all the noise
and chatter of the lunchroom. "There would be many people talking all at
once and I don't know who to focus on, so I worried a lot," he said. Riley
has suffered from anxiety for about two years, but he's been able to
overcome it thanks to the coping exercises he's learning at school
through the Compass program run by New Path Youth and Family
Services. He's been able to manage his condition with the Stop Now and
Plan (SNAP) board, which has taught him techniques he can use to stop
the bad feelings from taking over every time there is a trigger. "You stop
and chose something like go to a quiet space, take a deep breath, snap
your fingers and count to 10," he said. Stephanie Luschak, community
schools consultant with New Path who works at AUPS and other South
Simcoe schools, has helped Riley control his feelings of anxiety. She
said Riley is just one example of the kind of mental health challenges
facing kids in local schools. She noted how one in five kids in Simcoe
County have a diagnosable mental health problem, most of which are
mild to moderate conditions that are treatable. In order to bring attention
to this for Children's Mental Health Week May 4 to 10, New Path is
organizing a massive walk Friday with local schools. "Usually we run
events for individual schoolsâ€¦but this is the first time we've really joined
everyone together and made it a huge event," she said. About 500
students from five schools will take part in the walk in downtown Alliston.
There will also be an hour-long celebration at Riverdale Park where
students will learn cognitive behaviour therapy coping tips, have some
snacks, and sign banners in support of children's mental health. "The
objective is to raise awareness and to normalize a lot of this for kids," she
said. "Really, the key message is to tell them you're not alone," she said.
"We all experience tough times, but it doesn't mean you have a diagnosis
or that you're mentally ill." Riley said being in an environment that
encourages kids to talk about their problems has been instrumental in his
recovery. It has also allowed him to see he's not the only one who has
bad feelings from time to time, like one of his pals also suffers from
anxiety, along with ADHD. Since mastering his coping techniques, not
only has he learned not how to help himself, but others as well. "My
friend gets stressed a lot," he said. "I can't see it, but when he gets home
he gets sad. So sometimes when I see him I go and play with him to
cheer him up." While parents can access mental health resources for
their children within their school, Luschak said they can also contact an
accredited mental health centre. To find a centre or for more information,
visit www.kidsmentalhealth.ca or call 1-888-234-7054.
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