
PUBLISHER’S PONDERINGS 
By Lisa Browning 

It is just before noon on Thanksgiving Monday when I am writing this piece. It has taken me longer than I 
thought it would, to get the premiere issue of Roots & Wings up and running. But the reason for that is a 
good one … took some needed time for myself, rather than stressing myself out in order to get the first 
issue up for the first of the month. I’m learning, it seems! 

If you are familiar with my Facebook page, you will be well aware of the struggles I’ve had since the 
mandated isolation as a result of Covid-19. It has been an incredibly challenging time for so many of us, 
and we’re certainly not out of the woods yet. 

But I take comfort in knowing that, even from a distance, there are many people in my life who care and 
are concerned about me.  

After ten years of publishing One Thousand Trees magazine, I decided it was time to focus on something 
new. And mental health, for me, is clearly the issue on which I need to focus.  

I am very grateful to all those who have written articles for this issue … especially those who have 
committed to writing regularly!  

I am also very excited to announce the upcoming publication of a book of the poetry of Edward 
Pickersgill. Please go to our “Books and Current Projects” page for more information. 

As the magazine, and Roots & Wings in general, are both new ventures, I would love to hear from you 
with feedback, suggestions, etc. 

Stay well. 
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CANAL PURSUIT FOR MENTAL HEALTH 
By Clay Williams 
 
 
In March of 1980 I was living in student residence at the University of Toronto. Late one 
evening in March my father called to tell me my brother Ted had died. We were told it 
had been an accident, but I knew in my heart he had taken his own life. It was 
confirmed decades later that his suicide note had been intentionally destroyed. He was 
my hero when we were growing up; very intelligent, full of energy and potential. For 
decades afterward I would have dreams where I would see Ted on a crowded street 
and try to shout over the noise of the crowd: "Why?" 
 
I never got an answer.  
 
In 2007 I was living in Kitchener and got a phone call from my younger brother, telling 
me that another of my brothers, Allan, had died and I needed to go to the funeral in 
Thunder Bay. He ran a gun shop and had used a handgun to take his own life. I couldn't 
help thinking that there was something I could have done; in my last conversation with 
him he told me that all his friends were dying, and I should have seen that as a cry for 
help. 
  
It wasn’t until the summer of 2014 that I really started to put it all together. That was the 
year that a few connected things happened. There was a lot of media coverage about 
our first responders and veterans struggling with PTSD and high suicide rates. Actor 
Robin Williams died by suicide, gathering a lot of media attention. I started a fundraiser 
for “mental health”, and as I studied a little more on the topic it became clear to me 
that the mental health care system in Canada needs a lot of work, I prefer to think that 
it’s in its infancy and really needs to grow up. But there are many, many people who 
can't wait until that system is fixed, so I have the feeling that I need to do what I can to 
raise awareness and funds to help people who are struggling. What if there's something 
I can do to help someone to make the decision to continue on with their life instead of 
ending it? What if there's something I can do and I don't do it? So I run, and I organize 
fun runs to raise funds and awareness. The life of a mental health advocate has been a 
fulfilling journey with plenty of tearful conversations about loss and strength and hope. 
 



FREEING YOUR DREAMS 
By Brenda Cassidy 
 
How does it feel to have one of your dreams come to fruition? Absolutely 
wonderful! Especially after it had remained stored away in an old file box for close 
to thirty years. 
 
When my boys were very young, the youngest two being only 18 months apart, I 
took a writing course, “Writing Short Stories for Children.” It was a 
correspondence course, and there was no internet back then. So I would do my 
lessons, mail them back, and then wait for the response of corrections and 
encouragement. I ended up with some good short stories, which really didn’t go 
anywhere, but I kept them, and once again, filed them away. 
 
Once in a while, I would scribble down some “book” ideas, a step further than my 
short stories. 
Being that my boys were young, I came up with the idea for a book about “little 
brothers” and 
their big brother. I would add an idea here and there, and then once again, into 
the file box it 
would go.  
 
Years later, my boys were grown up. Life gets busy and complicated, and certain 
things get 
put on the back burner. Well, they were certainly well-simmered by the time I 
decided to look 
through that file box, find them, and pull them out again. This time, I was 
determined to finish what 
I started. In one afternoon, I wrote my first children’s book, “Who Needs Little 
Brothers Anyway?” 
I had the good fortune to meet Lisa Browning, and we became friends. She just 
happened to be 
starting to get into publishing, so one thing led to another, and she offered to look 
at my manuscript 
for my book. 
 



It was a feeling of disbelief and wonderment that I would get my little idea made 
into a book. I was 
so very proud and excited about it. And it was so exciting to wait for that first 
copy! 
 
So an idea, in a box, turned into a real children’s book. I was able to give copies of 
it to my boys 
and to my grandchildren, which was something that made me very happy. And 
now I know there are others out there with a copy of my book as well, which 
really amazes me. I’m so glad it didn’t remain as a discarded idea, lost and stuffed 
away in an old box. 
 
And after that, I went on to write “Who Needs Little Sisters Anyway?” No box for 
that one! 
So, never give up on your dreams, big or small. It’s an amazing feeling when you 
see them 
in created form. I keep a copy of each book, in my office. It reminds me that I 
really did it and that I 
got to share it with others. And that is what I wanted to accomplish. It also 
showed me that if 
you stick something away in a box, your ideas can’t see the light that was meant 
for them. 
Always open the “box!” Free your dreams; it’s a wonderful feeling! 
                                   
 



GAME-CHANGING MENTAL WELLBEING 
By Andrea Lines-Botell 
 

When I was young mental health was never talked about. It is only in my 
mid adult years that I realized that I had extreme anxiety growing up and 
was so used to the feeling that it was my norm. I went through a period of 
my life as a teen with such bad anxiety that leaving the house would make 
me numb with pain and have extreme stomach aches plus hyperventilating. 
I went from this high state of anxiety to talking in front of 100’s of people 
within a 5-year span leading talks on mindfulness. What changed? I am 
actually not sure. I know for me I hit a rock bottom in my life. I saw a flash 
before me of what my life might be if I didn’t overcome this pattern. I still 
walked with anxiety but learned to accept it as part of me. Through being a 
Mum mental health became the focus of my life as I supported my children 
with their own mental wellbeing. My children have been my biggest 
inspiration in life. Within my family, loved ones and clients I have had the 
honour and privilege to support people through a myriad of mental health 
journeys including addiction, depression, anxiety, loss, and trauma. I have 
been witness to what unhealed wounds and unsupported mental health can 
do. I have lived knowing what unsupported mental health looks and feels 
like too. It is my passion to offer support in creative ways to others and my 
loved ones to allow opportunities for the pain to ease and for healing to 
happen. Walking with supported mental wellbeing is the difference between 
surviving and thriving. We all walk with mental health that needs support. 
We are all worthy of support and healing. 
 
Mental health is the only true personal wealth. Even if your physical health is 
challenged your mindset around it shapes the experience. 
 
The brain is so complex that it is unreasonable for us to consider that mental 
health does not affect us all. It does. Luckily now, the stigma around mental 
health is diminishing and conversations are being normalized. This allows many 
more people to feel less alone and to recognize their signs of mental wellbeing. 
I do not believe that there is a normal mindset. We are all a myriad of complex 
information and so we digest and assimilate information in millions of different 



ways. No one person will have the same thoughts or reactions to another. Part of 
the increase in anxiety in today's world is, of course, access to social media. This 
lends itself beautifully to feeding a so-called desired state of normalcy. We are 
fuelled by illusion every day. This illusion is from the masks we wear with each 
other and also social media input. We can easily fill ourselves with “should, would 
and if only”. When we shift into these states it becomes massively challenging to 
be present and to walk in a place of self-love and acceptance. 
 
Some mental health areas can cause huge amounts of discomfort within our 
physical body. Anxiety is just one of these areas. We are deeply wired to avoid 
pain and discomfort. This fuels our drive to find quick ways out. Addiction and 
maladaptive coping have increased beyond any other timeline with easy access to 
escapisms from our physical and mental pain. 
 
The issue with these strategies is that it gives a short-term gain for long-term 
pain. The coping strategy will stop working leaving the person looking for bigger 
and more extreme ways of dulling the pain. Inevitably it can become a pathway 
for destruction rapidly leaving the person walking with not only mental suffering 
but also guilt and shame. 
 
Mind mastery and breath is the ultimate game-changer of wellbeing. Our 
thoughts feed our body sending millions of signals including peace or panic. 
Because mind mastery does not have the same appeal as many other coping 
strategies it becomes one that people avoid or do not prioritize. It is, however, 
the only short-term and long-term gain. It is a win-win of mental welling. 
Prioritizing mind mastery is the key to walking with peace. We must first stop 
being the illusion to ourselves and start feeding our self-worth. 
 
What have you got to lose by mindfulness? Only pain and illusion. Seems like a 
deal of a lifetime to me.  



INDEPENDENCE IN MODERATION 
By Maya Serbu 
 
As a society, our biggest fear is being alone. It is always the worst case scenario in 
any hypothetical situation. Fear of dying alone, living alone and just ending up 
alone in any sense. When did we become so afraid of ourselves? When did we 
decide that we cannot bear the thought of our own company? Who decided that 
we must depend on others to appreciate our presence, when we as individuals 
are unable to do so for ourselves? 
 
Now, I'm getting ahead of myself; for there are plenty of people who do value 
their independence and solitude. However, enjoying independence does not 
always cancel out the dull, twinge of loneliness that the late hours of the night 
can bring. It does not always dismiss the sheer, heart-palpitating feeling of heat 
rising in your cheeks -- stinging when the teacher calls on you to speak. And the 
feeling of vulnerability in your eyes, which dart frantically as you’re standing in a 
room filled with strangers waiting for your friends to arrive, that feeling does not 
always vanish. Some people get these feelings more often than others but 
regardless of how frequently, everyone gets lonely. But why are there so many 
negative perceptions associated with being alone?  
 
As a teenager in high school I can tell you firsthand, how people perceive you 
socially is what determines your spot on the food chain. There is this constant 
nagging, an overwhelming longing in the back of your head to fit in, to seem cool, 
and to be liked by a bunch of strangers that don’t even like themselves. Teenagers 
will search anywhere for validation, the one place they will never look? In the 
mirror. The reflection of the only person that will always be with you, yet we 
never check in on it. We are so desperate to feel accepted by others that we will 
do anything to avoid being left alone with our own head full of thoughts. 
 
I’m not saying to isolate yourself for days and never leave your room, because in 
some cases being alone can be harmful, in some cases people need to be around 
others. Like chocolate, independence is good in moderation, too much and you’ll 
start feeling bad. If you identify as an introvert that doesn’t mean you need to 
break out of your comfort zone completely, if you identify as an extrovert you do 
not have to close yourself off from the world altogether. We are all very different 



people with very different lives, however, those little in-between moments that 
we all have in common shouldn’t be something that we as a society should 
dread.  
 
So when you shut the bathroom door and stand at the sink tomorrow morning to 
brush your teeth, enjoy it -- for those 2 minutes may be the only time you’ll get to 
yourself. When you’re sitting on the edge of your bed to put on socks before 
running out the door, or the moments of sitting in your car in your driveway just 
pausing for a moment before carrying on your hectic morning … try to savour 
those in-between moments; value them, if these are the only times you are alone 
-- make them something you look forward to. Use those in-between moments to 
start making yourself someone YOU enjoy being around. 
 
And then let me ask you, are we ever truly alone if we have ourselves? 
 



MENTAL HEALTH 

By Colleen Heighington 

 

Mental health is a big topic. I have seen first-hand that when a person does have 
mental health issues and they do not seek or receive the right help and support 
that is so needed, sometimes this can lead to self-destruction. The sad part about 
this is that some people don't even realize that they do so desperately need help. 
Family and friends may see it and hope that they will get help and get better. 

Some mental health issues can be hereditary while others may stem from making 
wrong choices or from other sources. I have seen children placed in foster care or 
family care for their safety and wellbeing until it is deemed safe for them to return 
to their parents or caregivers. Sometimes they do return and sometimes they do 
not. Heavy drinking or taking to drugs, only to mention a few, can be a way out for 
some with mental health issues, to help them ease their pain. Through low self-
esteem and not caring or looking after oneself this perhaps can lead to their lives 
hitting rock bottom. Some will need hospitalization and might need medications 
or they might need a change in the medications that they are presently taking. I 
have heard of people who go off their medications completely when they start 
feeling better. Bad idea ... eventually matters only get worse for them and that in 
itself is so devastating and heartbreaking to see. 

I have seen for myself that when a person does receive the right care and support, 
such as in the case that I am about to share with you, there is a light at the end of 
the of tunnel for them!!  

The person I’m speaking of was hospitalized for several months, and this became 
the turning point in her life. When she got out, only good things began to 
happen!! Years of struggling and battling demons were eventually replaced by 
self-confidence, which led to her feeling so much better. And once again, she felt 
loved. Even though people did love and care for her all of the time that she was 
sick, mental health issues sometimes made it impossible for her to see or feel it. 



This person is doing fantastic!! Life has come back to her. She is now looking after 
herself, thinking and writing more clearly, talking more coherently and doing 
things that she once so enjoyed, such as going back to church, letter writing, 
socializing and having lots of fun again. The walker that she once needed to get 
around in is no longer needed. I am so very happy for her. I am happy that she 
again feels so loved, and feels comforted in the knowledge that someone cares for 
her. Now, she is excited about each new day that lies ahead for her. Most 
importantly, she feels the unconditional love coming from God, her Heavenly 
Father, who will never leave her and will help and bless her always. 

The person that I have been writing about is no other than my beautiful sister ... 
she is an amazing example of a saying that my late father-in-law once said to me 
while being in the hospital ... 

                                                   Where there is Life 

                                                   There is Hope!!! 



MY PINBALL BRAIN 
By Claire Donnison 
 

I’m super excited to be included in this issue of Roots and Wings! Sharing our 
stories, my story, is the best way to make conversations about mental health as 
commonplace and “normal” as talking about having had an eye exam and getting 
new glasses or chatting about what we’re having for dinner. Making it an 
everyday topic removes the stigma and makes it less scary. We will all deal with a 
mental health challenge at some point in our lives. All of us. 
 
So what should I write about in my case? Hmmmm let me think. I need a cup of 
tea to mull that over.  I have English Breakfast or Earl Grey or Apple Spice. Ooooh, 
I’ll have an Apple Spice. Where’s my mug? Let me just wash it real quick. May as 
well do the other bits and pieces on the kitchen counter while I’m here. Ok. Now 
where’s my laptop? Or should I do it on the PC so the screen is bigger? Hmmmm I 
want to diffuse some oils to get the mood right. Which ones? Wild Orange and 
Cassia and Patchouli are nice for Fall. Well here’s 2 of them in the kitchen. 
Where’s the other one? Ah, here in the bathroom cupboard! What’s that behind 
there? Ooooh, I forgot I had that face mask. Maybe I’ll do that while I have my 
tea. Face washed, mask on I go back to the kitchen. Oh, the floor is dirty. Sweep 
the floor. My tea is cold. I put the kettle back on. I forgot to put the diffuser on. 
What time is my physio appointment today? Oh crap it’s in a half hour. I’ll start 
writing later….. 
 
This is me, a lot of the time. I call it my pinball brain. It feels like one idea is 
launched like the pinball full force into the game and then it goes all over the 
place lighting lights, bumping bumpers, spinning bonuses, and making noises. The 
pinball (thought) gradually returns to the bottom of the table and either gets a 
slap back with the flipper for a solid rebound around the table as the game goes 
on and on, or it just slips away in between the flippers and the turn is over. Start 
again with another ball (thought). 
 
I always had trouble concentrating at school. I remember daydreaming a lot; 
being called to answer the teacher’s question and having no idea what the 



question was or the topic for that matter. My focus in school was either tack 
sharp, or nowhere to be found (it still is) and my overall grades reflected that.   
My teens saw a family trauma impact us severely as individuals and a family and it 
was never spoken about. My parents were only children raised by working class 
parents in war torn England, so of course, you didn’t talk about feelings or 
emotions. Stiff upper lip, pull yourself up by the bootstraps, get on with it.  It was 
how my parents were raised and it was how they raised my brother and me. They 
were amazingly supportive when my brother lost a high school friend in a car 
crash and they helped me make tough decisions about work; they loved us, of 
that we had no doubt, but our family trauma was never, ever addressed.  
 
After graduating from college, I went to work for Club Med and travelled the 
globe for 4 years. I was in these glorious locations, Tahiti, Greece, Turks and 
Caicos. There are lots of photos showing a tanned, smiling me, and many 
anecdotes and stories from colleagues who remember me as being a fun, upbeat, 
bouncy person and yet my letters home were filled with sadness and loneliness. 
Across these sun-kissed destinations I always carried my own dark clouds.  
 
Fast forward a few years to my moving to Toronto from Montreal and dealing 
with the stress of an unknown city, a new job, trying to make friends, getting 
involved in an abusive relationship and gaining a lot of weight as food became my 
coping mechanism. The weight gain led to even more emotional abuse and then 
to physical abuse.  
 
I started seeing a psychiatrist (thank God for OHIP) and a bariatric counsellor who 
worked together to support me and help me cope. I was diagnosed with Clinical 
Depression and ADHD. I was able to get away from my abuser thanks to them. 
They held a safe space for me and had me call the police and he was arrested. I 
remember having to tell my employer for fear that he would show up at work. I 
was mortified (pardon the sort of pun with a word that begins with the French 
word for death). I told no one other than the doctors, my Manager and the police. 
Stiff upper lip, pull yourself up by the bootstraps, get on with it.   
 
With my diagnoses came treatment plans: a lot of talk therapy with my 2 doctors 
and medication. I loved the talk therapy part, digging down into the muck and 



pulling that all up and out, learning about how my behaviors correlated with my 
brain being wired differently. Now that is a VERY empowering thing to be told.  
 
Processing this discovery though, was a difficult journey. The medication part was 
not so fun. Ritalin for the ADHD (a diagnosis which I resisted ferociously) made me 
want to literally rip off my flesh and jump out of my skin, while Zoloft & Prozac, 
made me feel like a zombie; a winning combination for a Halloween competition, 
but not an effective one for everyday life. Thankfully, Effexor was finally the one 
medication that helped me to cope and to function better and make some of the 
clouds dissipate. And the ADHD fell by the wayside. 
 
My Mum and Dad isolated themselves with no friends or family nearby. When my 
Dad passed away, my Mum was left very much alone; alone coping with her grief 
and the family trauma that had bubbled to the surface. She had developed some 
unhealthy coping mechanisms. I shared my diagnoses with her in the hopes that 
she would at least consider speaking to someone, a professional, to help her 
process everything. Her reply “What rubbish” and poured herself another gin and 
tonic. I never discussed my mental health with her after that as she didn’t believe 
any of it. Stiff upper lip, pull yourself up by the bootstraps, get on with it.   
 
There are many more years to share to bring you up to date (did I mention a ‘blink 
and you miss it marriage’, my heart attack or menopause?) but that may be 
enough for today.  I have had to cope in different ways and have learned by trial 
and error, and I now see my conditions as fellow travelers on my bus journey of 
life.  (The secret is don’t let ADHD navigate, and don’t let Depression drive!) 
My default is still “stiff upper lip, etc.” but I also love, and I mean LOVE science 
and read everything I can about neuroscience, how our brains work, why we 
choose the words we do, or take the actions that we take. 
 
October is ADHD Awareness month.  Before the ‘Covid times’ I had never head on 
(sorry, I do puns without even thinking ) dealt with my ADHD.  This year has given 
me reason to pause, reflect, and analyze in a way I have not done in my entire life.  
I am inspired and honoured to know brave, honest women who crack themselves 
wide open and share their most elemental of life experiences.  One them said the 
other day “I love my ADHD.” Say what?    



 
I am impatient, I cut people off before they have finished what they are saying , I 
have piles of stuff everywhere, crowds and noisy environments make me 
agitated, I get distracted at the drop of a ….squirrel!....How can you love that? 
Well people who live with ADHD tend to be creative, funny, good 
conversationalists, make far-reaching analogies that no one else understands ( my 
husband Andy just belly laughed out loud at that and said my photo should be 
placed beside that one!). They are resilient, empathetic, compassionate and 
persistent. I think my friend may be on to something about loving this ADHD 
thing!  
 
If you have made it this far….you have seen my pinball brain in action. I couldn’t 
possibly cover everything in this one article. I live with depression, anxiety, ADHD 
and probably PTSD but never delved into that. Labels are useful to help put 
something in context or perspective, but they shouldn’t be used to put someone 
into a category which then defines them or which we use to define and limit 
ourselves. 
 
Mental health is complicated, it varies from person to person, it morphs and 
changes over time and depending on the circumstances. I look forward to further 
exploring my brain and neurosystem for information that helps me understand 
myself more, and hope you’ll come along for the ride and perhaps understand 
something of yourself, or anyone around you who has their own twisty, windy 
path to navigate. Who’s up for a game of pinball? 
 
 



MY STORY 
By Diane Lyndon 
 

I was 7 years old looking very tiny in my hospital bed suffering a nervous 
breakdown and depression. I had a teacher who scared me daily with a crack of 
his pointer stick on my desk during his angry fitful tirades. 
 
I grew up with Bipolar depression on both sides of my family. Both my parents 
attempted suicide after my sister passed and my mother was on life support after 
one attempt. Both my parents had to endure electroshock therapy. My father’s 
sister succeeded in her suicide attempt. Several aunts on my mother’s side and 
my grandmother were bipolar. I am and two of my children are as well. 
 
I was on the newest antidepressant of each decade until 12 years ago when I 
started treating my depression with nutrition. 
 
I no longer experience the manic highs that sent me on shopping sprees that 
maxed my credit cards. I suffered the other end of the spectrum with what I 
called my “grey cave” phase. So depressed I would not be able to crack a smile on 
the mask that became my face. I had suicidal ideations and would flee to my 
doctor each fall. “Where‘ve you been Diane?” said my doctor. “We’ve been 
expecting you.” 
 
Seasonal depression has visited me since I was seven as well as situational and 
bipolar. Medication would flatline me emotionally and I could not create with my 
writing or poetry and art. When my mother was manic, she would buy houses and 
when her mother was manic, she once picked up a shotgun and aimed it at her 
children. 
 
Medication has helped my own children with their battles with depression. I did 
not like having my creativity snuffed out so I sought other methods to deal with 
raising my seratonin levels.  
 
In the fall, I increase my Vitamin D consumption daily to 5000 IUs. I have a full 
spectrum light I read in front of for 30 minutes a day. I also recommend an 



infrared sauna. I use a product that I call brain food which gives me great clarity. 
This is a valuable resource for my 66 year old brain that’s starting to forget.  
 
For 48 years of my life I lived on an emotional rollercoaster and thus endured 
situational depression. Three disastrous marriages, two of them violent, saw me 
finally be able to escape and recreate myself and my life on a healing path of 
empowerment. I dropped my caretaker roll and started to work on my own 
physical and mental wellbeing. I healed. 
 
I keep a steady watch on myself even now. I look for telltale signs that I might be 
heading in either direction on the bipolar teeter totter. I seek balance but for the 
most part, I am a high functioning manic. And I have used that energy to always 
strive to be accomplished at whatever I set out to do.  
 



SCREENAGERS 
By Tanya MacIntyre 
 
I was recently invited by the Gateway Centre of Excellence in Rural Health to facilitate a post-
viewing panel discussion on Screenagers.  The 2-part, award-winning documentary series by 
Dr. Delaney Ruston is helping families create healthy boundaries around their time spent on 
digital devices.  It’s interesting to note that there are different challenges with kids around 
screen-time, and those challenges are often dependant on their gender! 
 
A recent survey found that boys and girls differ in their use of video games and social media.  
For instance, boys spend about 90 minutes a day playing video games, while girls spend an 
average of about 40 minutes a day playing video games.  While, on the flip side, girls spend an 
average of 90 minutes a day on social media while boys spend about 50 minutes per day on 
social media. 
 
After viewing the Screenagers documentaries, I was surprised to learn that first-person 
shooter games (the ones that boys tend to really like) were developed by the military to 
desensitize soldiers to shooting people before sending them to war zones.  We’ve had 
countless studies in the past 2 decades to show that violent video games not only desensitize 
the users, but they also decrease empathy and increase aggressive thoughts and actions.   
 
At the best of times, most adults are spending one third of our lives in front of some sort of 
screen… a computer, a tablet, a phone, or a television.  All the experts have told us that, when 
it comes to managing screen time for kids, it’s important to realize the effect of screens on 
developing brains.  One study from 2017 suggests that no child under 2 years old should be 
exposed to digital screens, and children between 2-5 should have limited exposure amounting 
to no more than one hour per day.  The recommended allowance for teens is only 2 hours, 
and kids aged 8-18 are now spending an average of 7 hours a day looking at screens.  These 
are pretty daunting statistics, especially when you consider that the brain is not fully 
developed until a person reaches their mid-20s! 
 
I don’t think it’s any coincidence that the parents who work in technology industries don’t 
allow any screen time for their kids! 
 
Dr. Michelle Ponti from The Canadian Paediatric Society says we should treat screens like a 
car. “We expect our kids to take driver’s ed before driving our car, so we need to teach them 
how to use technology.”  She suggests that we make screen time meaningful by moving the 
focus off the amount of time spent on a device to a more balanced overall daily routine. 
“Determining when and how they’re going to use their screens will have more of an impact 
than saying ‘ok, you can be on for 2 hours’.” 



 
The rapidly evolving nature of the pandemic has left public health agencies, academic, and 
community organizations unprepared to fully respond and adapt to the increasing needs of 
caregivers and children who are coping with these unparalleled challenges.  
 
Strict public-health measures are being encouraged and - in some cases - enforced in order to 
reduce the transmission of the virus.  We’re told to wear masks in public places and practice 
physical distancing from anyone who is not a primary member of the family residence. The 
pandemic has created levels of stress on the population never seen before.  With prolonged 
isolation periods, combined with widespread economic hardships, there are reports of 
increased numbers for suicides, drug/alcohol use, child abuse, and spousal abuse. 
 
A recent study done by Hamilton’s McMaster University examined the impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic on Ontario families with children.  The study questionnaire encouraged parents 
to share their concerns about their children and the demands of parenting during the 
‘lockdown.’ 
 
The study included 7,434 parents/caregivers, representing 14,000 children across Ontario. 
Many of the questions posed were related to parents managing their own time - balancing 
work and caregiving, while maintaining household routines. 
 
One-half of all parents reported moderate to high levels of concern for managing their 
children’s remote learning (48%), screen time (54%), and managing their child’s anxiety and 
stress (48%) and behaviour (31%).  
 
A whopping 57% of caregivers fit the criteria for depression! 
 
And now we’re facing a phased approach of reopening schools, but many students are fearful 
of returning to an “in-class” situation, so the options for “distance learning” are becoming 
more popular and creating a whole new slew of problems. 
 
Many parents indicate that their children are already worse off in terms of behaviour and 
mood since the pandemic started. Various factors play into these outcomes, including 
caregiving stressors related to health, finances, work-child care balance, and distance 
learning. 
 
Distance learning is now becoming part of our ‘new normal,’ and that’s bringing a whole new 
element of concern about an already distressing problem of too much screen time for kids. 
 
There was always a tendency to let kids have extra screen time so parents/caregivers could 
get things done.  Since the advent of the television, the screen has always been a sort of 



“digital babysitter.”  My father used to call the television “electronic valium.”  I used to think 
he was just cynical, until I had kids in my life! 
 
Some suggestions to help navigate this brave, new world: 
 

(1)  Vote with your wallet, and start pressuring the game-manufacturers to make more 
PRO-SOCIAL games. 
 

(2) Make a contract with your family that outlines the same rules for EVERYONE, i.e. no 
phones/devices in the bedroom, no devices at the table, etc. 
 

(3) Resist the urge to make screen time a reward vs punishment battle because nobody will 
win that war. 
 

(4) Watch more films together as a family that will help educate everyone about how 
society is being manipulated and programmed by the agendas of tech companies.  A 
good start is The Social Dilemma documentary now on Netflix.  BTW, the CEO of Netflix 
was recently quoted as saying, “Our competition is sleep!” 

 
Here are some other helpful resources: 
 
https://www.getcybersafe.gc.ca/en/home 
Government of Canada - Get Cyber Safe is a national public awareness campaign created to 
inform Canadians about cyber security and the simple steps they can take to protect 
themselves online. 
 
https://www.todaysparent.com/kids/tween-and-teen/screen-time-guidelines-canadian-
paediatric-society/ 
June 6, 2019 article in Today’s Parent by Chris Deacon - The Canadian Paediatric Society has 
released surprising new screen time rules 
 
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/p/2015/parental-support-screen-
time.pdf?la=en 
 
caringforkids.cps.ca (Excellent site, evidence informed) 
  
mediasmarts.ca 
  
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/health-topics/health-promotion/child-youth-
health/parental-support-behaviours 
 
Lots of great parent resources on their website as well:  screenagersmovie.com



WHAT DOES MENTAL HEALTH MEAN TO ME? 
By Christine Nightingale 
 
To me, mental health means taking responsibility for dealing with life’s issues as 
they come up (from basic courtesy to life-changing emergencies like Covid-19). 
Here are some compare and contrast scenarios from families I have had dealings 
with recently. 
 

1. Two families having a second baby and their response to baby gifts. In each 
case, the families had a second baby boy. In each case, I sent them a large 
baby gift including a number of new baby clothes, a book and a stuffed 
animal. One mom e-mailed me effusive thanks, and a photo of mom with 
the two boys; from the other family, there was complete silence.   
 
I think that appreciating the time and money someone invests in a gift 
necessitates a polite response; a person who does not show basic courtesy 
is not showing a grasp of the social contract all humans need to maintain. 
And they will be denying their children the rules of courtesy which smooth 
human interactions. 

 
2. I have two siblings with dementia. Both live far away; one in a very good 

care home, one in his own home, with daily visits from his son next door. 
My sister is grumpy every week when I talk to her on the phone, never 
making any effort to engage in the many activities available to her, not 
appreciating the excellent meals she is provided, or making any attempt to 
engage in conversation. My brother is cheerful and happy on our weekly 
calls. Both are displaying the same personality traits they had all their lives; 
their forgetfulness and need of care have not changed their basic outlook 
on life. Strangely enough, I would say that my brother, although he has 
Alzheimer’s, still shows good mental health.  

 
3. My neighbours have very different approaches to Covid-19. One has 

become paranoid, with bright lights on all night and alarm systems evident. 



The young children there swear loudly at their parents. But most of the 
neighbours are friendlier than usual; on my daily walks almost everyone 
smiles or says hello. With fewer social contacts available, many people are 
choosing to make the most of what there is.  
 
(And yes, the people who wear masks and social distance are showing care 
and concern even for strangers.) 

 
4. Overcoming issues...and making choices. 
 

One friend has overcome alcoholism.  Many friends and family have moved 
on after divorce.  One overcame horrific early childhood neglect to become 
a successful professional in a long-lasting marriage. Another friend’s wife 
left him for another woman...yet the former partners remain on good 
terms, and the nanny who raised their children is now his partner. 

 
Of course, adults who have overcome difficulties have much more to offer their 
children than those who made poor choices. We all have difficulties to overcome. 
During my decades as a teacher, I sometimes saw adults who took their problems 
out on their children.  I also saw children who overcame tremendous emotional 
and physical handicaps. Very often it was not the presenting problem which was 
central to a child’s life, but the way it was handled ...by adults, and by the 
child...as an obstacle... or a challenge to be overcome. To me it is clear that an 
adult who mistreats or neglects their own child has a serious mental health issue. 

 
Also, if adults do not understand that a child has a health problem over which 
they have no control, the adult is at fault. Every year as a teacher I spotted at 
least one child who had an undiagnosed issue, from deafness to severe parental 
neglect or abuse.  
 
I just finished an excellent novel, Surfacing, by Margaret Atwood. Spoiler alert...it 
is about the main character’s descent into madness on a vacation trip to the 
remote island where she and her brother were raised in isolation from all other 
people, and her father disappeared. During that vacation the storyteller comes to 
understand that the people she most loved and trusted...her first husband, who 



forced her to have an abortion, and her second husband, her current best friend 
and friend`s husband...are cruel to each other and to her.  The narrator cannot 
think of any way to survive but to miss the pickup boat and pull a Robinson 
Crusoe by hiding out on the remote island.  (Well, even Robinson Crusoe in the 
eponymous book needed the company of his slave Friday to stay relatively sane 
on an island). The message of Atwood’s book seems to be that nurturing human 
relationships, such as those between parent and child or marital partners or 
friends, are what keep us sane. 
 
Of course, during Covid-19, the challenge is far greater for everyone, with social 
interactions greatly curtailed. Approximately a third of people have lost the social 
contact and financial security of their jobs.  Many families are financially strapped. 
Women`s shelters are receiving three times as many calls from abused women. 
Children have missed out on 6 months of normal routines and socialization at 
school, and parents worry about their children`s health, while grandparents who 
do not live with family miss their regular hugs. 
 
In short, all areas of the world are currently being impacted by not only existential 
concerns, but unprecedented mental health challenges. 
 
In the face of these unprecedented challenges, the goal of everyone must be to 
use self-care for their mental health. For me, as a single adult living alone, that 
includes daily contact with friends and family (at least by phone), daily walks, and 
the company of my cats and backyard chickens. (Animal shelters and vets have 
reported a huge uptick in animal adoptions.)  
 
Self-care is always an option. Reaching out to others is essential for the health of 
us all.  



WHAT IT MEANS TO HEAR THE LETTERS ADD ATTACHED TO ME 
By Deborah Speck 
 
I am 66 years old and it shouldn’t make a difference. After all I have 
lived this long with it and survived. But what is the definition of 
survived here? And what if I could become better, more me? Will it 
end up being simply a case of mind over matter? 
 
Even now as I try to write, I get distracted by the dog and the quiet 
and picking which path of thinking to go with. It was lucky for me that 
I became skilled at grammar, aced it in grade four when my teacher 
tied me to my chair after I repeatedly got up to talk to my girlfriends 
spread out in the class. Now I can use it to write this way, making 
sure it all makes sense through the grammar rules. Grade four was 
my best year in school and I felt good. But that did not last. I look 
back and feel like it was not me being so talkative because I have 
such a hard time with small talk. 
 
My mom had my hearing tested numerous times from about age 5 
and up but it turned out my ears were working just fine. Could it have 
been I was just not paying attention, off in my own little world? My 
teachers often stated that I day dreamed too much and did not apply 
myself to my full potential. My grades throughout the years were 
consistently in the 50’s and 60’s, math being the exception. It came 
easy to me and I often got honours. After all the numbers did not 
have to be memorized. I could see them fitting together in my head 
as if I tapped into an already operating machine. Not like the other 
subjects, history, science and geography. Some how I could not get 
the facts straight. There seemed to be too many to put in order. 
 
So no wonder I ended up working in a bank. But even then something 
held me back from being the excellent teller that I thought I could be 
and thought I was. I was fast counting and inputting numbers into the 
ever-changing computers. Rules and regulations were a totally 
different matter. If they didn’t make sense to me, I either balked or 
skipped steps which inevitably landed me in trouble. Strange thing I 
was only labelled insubordinate once in all my 30 some ought years at 
the bank. I think it was growing up under my mom’s strict parenting 
that helped me hide my true rebellion. Nonetheless I could always feel 



strong resistance, a bodily stiffening, when ever I disagreed with a 
rule in any area of my life. The mediocre evaluations of my job 
performance even felt wrong to me at the time. 
 
I remember feeling like I would run out of time if I didn’t do what was 
right in front of me. Especially something life changing. Like when I 
was engaged at the age of 17, I had to get married as soon as 
possible because it felt like something would stop me if I didn’t. The 
same went for having a child, buying a house, getting that job, 
moving to a better place, etc. I always blamed it on feeling like 
something was going to be snatched away from me and my childhood 
experiences. But maybe it was also something else. Maybe there was 
another factor physically that made my brain go fast and prevented 
me from taking in information and making a clear and informed 
decision. 
 

Which leads me to realising that I am always in a hurry, everything 
has to be done now, this instant, even after I retired. Again, I have 
thought it was my upbringing (which could have been Mom’s ADD) 
but I can also feel the extra energy in my body trying to get out when 
presented with any kind of task. Is this just a habit? 
 
Projects, commitments, ideas and courses. These are all things I have 
started and feel I have yet to finish. The ones I have finished took a 
lot to get going. Overwhelmed with which first step, I often put them 
and life on hold until my depression would get so bad I would pounce 
at the first thought without any real order in mind. It wouldn’t take 
long though before the novelty wore off and I would rush the finish, 
leaving parts undone and a feeling of mediocre once again. 
 

Directions. Forget that. Even when I purposely concentrated to follow 
each step in order, I ended up skipping one as if it was never there to 
begin with and appeared out of nowhere after I realised something 
was missing. 
 

When I was growing up, I always hated it when my sister and my 
cousin would tidy up. They seemed to like their rooms to be cleaner 
than I thought it needed to be. Sharing a room with my sister only 
shone that flaw in me. I would wander out of the room and let them 
go at it. It was more fun to be playing anyways. True for a child but 



that habit followed me into adulthood and my house showed it. My 
house was clean. I hated grime and smells so I cleaned when I had 
to. It was lived in so to speak, a bit messy, to the point that a guest 
once complimented me for helping her feel comfortable in my home. 
It did become embarrassing and a problem though when my husband 
called in his sister to clean our house. At the time I apparently had 
plenty of time to really clean but had no motivation. Could this be the 
lack of organization skill that is attuned to ADD? 
 

That is the list thus far that I have come up with to identify me as 
having ADD. I see it everywhere though. I see it in almost everything 
I do now. I see it in my family and maybe even in my ex. Is it simply 
like when you buy a car and suddenly there appears to be more of 
that same model on the road? Or could this be the answer I have 
been looking for, the one that has driven me to seek therapy for so 
many years? It feels like that time I discovered or became aware that 
I had been sexually abuse when I was 12, labelled it as such. That 
label again. I don’t want to make excuses or become irresponsible but 
there is something here that now makes sense. For now it is helping 
me accept me as I am with all those flaws and struggles in my life. It 
is helping me move forward and learn. It is also helping me see other 
people as they are, especially my daughter, my son and my mom, 
possibly my ex-husband too. We are and have been doing the best we 
can with what we have at any given moment. I have said this before 
and maybe I just needed a reminder. Also for some reason 
forgiveness comes to mind, especially for my mom who passed away 
five years ago. Maybe that is all that is needed and what this is for. 


