 We Shall Overcome

Listlessly, I sat in English class, staring out the window at nothing in particular.  A plastic bag, the deserted home of some unknown, long gone sandwich, began dancing in the wind, spinning and twirling in circles.  The harmonics of the breeze caught the bad, entrapping it in its rhythm, controlling its every contour.  A small, discreet smile crept across my lips until my silent thoughts were shattered like broken glass, suddenly, abruptly, shockingly.  A classmate yelled out in a harsh voice to my ears, “Hey, look at that bag! It’s kind of like in American Beauty.  How dumb, that guy thought that was art.”  Remorsefully, I dragged my eyes downward to my binder, staring at some non-descript object I was tracing on a sheet of paper.  I breathed a sigh full of emotion, emotion locked inside of me, trying to spin in pirouettes like the bag outside, begging my soul to waltz to the divine tunes that lay just outside my reach.  Since I was locked in my classroom, I tried my best to be dutiful and pay attention to the subject matter.  However, diligent as I might have appeared, my mind was escaping as I sat quietly in my seat.  I glanced quickly at the bag once more.  How could others not find the splendor in this?  I saw an object laid to my waste by man, yet another useless item thrown on our lovely earth trying to break free of its miserable fate by dancing, dancing boundlessly, expressing every emotion that was inside of me.  First, quickly, then slowly, spinning, now upward, now daintily touching the ground, it danced alone in the wind, disconnected, isolated, enthralled in itself.  And what did my classmates see?  For the split second they paid attention to it, all they saw was a piece of garbage being blown in the wind, a useless sight not worth more than two seconds of attention.  Slowly, I turned my head back to my teacher and tried my hardest to focus, but I found my mind still enraptured with the plastic bag.  I bit my lip and picked up my pencil, continuing to doodle mindlessly, wondering if I was the only one who felt this way about such a simple sight.  These feelings of emptiness, of loneliness, of despair, or wanting desperately to find someone to connect with, are these things everyone at my age experiences?  I am aware that chemicals are rapidly changing in our brains during out adolescent years, but do all teenagers feel these strong emotions of utter unhappiness?  They tell me I am bright.  Interesting word, “bright,” because though the my mind and imagination may break down ordinary perimeters, my visions are in no way bright.  No “visions of sugarplums” dance in my head.  And, while I certainly do not consider myself clinically depressed, I am aware of the fact that my dissatisfaction with the world and myself has grown all the stronger with my teenage years.  Perhaps I am just becoming more aware of the truth, of the problems I must face; however, all too often these feelings descend upon me when I am alone, with no reason to be upset.  Whatever it is, I know that the feeling lessens when one does constructive things with one’s time, like play sports or participate in activist events.  Likewise, the feeling also diminishes when one does drugs or has promiscuous sex.  How can teens deal with depression in a way that positively affects their lives?


Walking around the halls of Northgate, one hears phrases like, “Yeah, I’m hell of depressed today,” and, “He’s all depressed and stuff,” muttered all too often.  I wonder how many of these adolescents are truly depressed and how many just use the word because it seems standard practice.  First we must address the question of what teen depression is.  Depression itself is a clinical disorder that causes people to feel sad, numb, and empty.  People with depression no longer participate in activities that used to make them happy, because nothing seems to be worth doing.  Often times, they have no energy, feel worthless and guilty, and feel that they will never succeed at anything.  (Kaufman 6) People with depression are often in dysphoric moods, have odd eating and sleeping habits, are socially isolated, have sudden changes in their behavior and are overly self-critical.  (McKoy 75-80)  Connie Arburua, the charge nurse of Adolescent Psychiatry at Alta Bates Hospital in Berkeley, explained that there are two types of depression: clinical and learned helplessness.  She states, ”Clinical depression is an illness that is usually passed on from parent to child.  It is like a cold—something people have that they should not be embarrassed about.  Learned helplessness occurs when kids are brought up in an environment where they are taught that they will fail no matter what they do.  Since they have few visible options in life, they develop depression.”


Interestingly, teen depression does differ from the depression that affects adults.  Adolescents are dealing with a million changes all at once and don’t always know how to react.  They are developing mentally, emotionally, and physically at very rapid rates.  Hormones are kicking in and pressure exerts itself to do will in school, in sports, and in social situations.  (McKoy 13) Many young people do not feel ready to start planning their futures; and all of a sudden drugs, alcohol, and sex are easy to get and provide new ways to have fun.  “Since depressed teens are going through major changes in their lives right now, they usually don’t recover from depression as quickly as adults do” (Kaufman 9).  So are well all depressed?  I face these pressures everyday, whether I am studying for a physics test, running in a track meet, checking the mail for college acceptance letters, or worrying about whether my boyfriend is going to call me or not.  However, those concerns do no necessarily mean I am depressed.  Depressed teens usually find outlets in the wrong places.  Some outlets include being extremely passive and self-critical, making psychosomatic complaints, having drug and/or school problems, exhibiting risk-taking behavior, acting out sexually, and talking about and/or trying to commit suicide.  (McKoy 83)  Introverted and sometimes embarrassed or oblivious to the fact that they are depressed, these teens do not seek help or look for constructive ways to deal with their problems.  Sadly, since all teens are dealing with these monumental changes in their lives, teenage depression is often passed off as moodiness or angst.  (Bellafiore 2) Undiagnosed teen depression can lead to suicide attempts, the ultimate tragedy.

I have met quite a few people my age who seem to brag about their problems; and while I have always shrugged them away as drama queens, it did not occur to me these kids might be clinically depressed and need medical treatment.  Most of these “drama queens” are teenage girl.  Ignorantly, and rather despicably (I hate to say), I scoffed at the story I heard about the girl who screamed, “I’m going to commit suicide!” and then proceeded to slit her forehead.  This freshmen, who could not have been older than fourteen, had taken a blade to her forehead in an order to get attention, not to end her life.  This was apparent to me, and I thought it ridiculous.  In a superior tone of voice I commented, “There is no artery in your forehead, duh.”  Looking back, I can only attempt to realize how miserable that girl must have been.  An act of self-mutilation that extreme is dangerous and serious.  “Many girls attempt suicide, experts say, because their act is an effort at communicating their desperation” (Portner 5).  Instead of criticizing that girl’s behavior, I should have reached out to her and offered her the support she needed.

Talk about committing suicide is one of the biggest signs of depression there is.  “Talk of suicide must always be taken seriously: 70% of teenagers who talk about committing suicide eventually make a serious attempt to end their lives.” (Portner 32)  A recent study showed that suicide is the third leading cause of death in people ages 10-24.  Once frightening thing about getting therapy for depression is that it can sometimes lead to suicide.  Teens are actually most likely to commit suicide as treatment begins to work.  While they are depressed, many people lack the energy to attempt suicide, however, treatment of depression takes time, and the teen’s energy level may rise while he or she is still suicidal.  Counselors recommend extra care and attention during this time.  (Portner 37)

Unfortunately, our government support is often not any better…Our plans to reduce drug and alcohol trafficking between minors, and our safe sex programs do not seem to be reducing our sad statistics of drug using teens, or of children with STDs.  These problems are all the more prevalent in depressed teens.  As Arbura explained to me, “sex, high-risk activities (driving fast, skateboarding dangerously), getting high and drunk, and listening to heavy metal death type music are all extremely attractive pastimes for depressed teens.”  The reason they turn to these outlets is in part medical.  In the brain, neurons fire, their way of communicating with each other.  This is how one perceives the world around them, and it is how one takes on their day, how one moves their body.  When someone is depressed, those neurons are not stimulated, and they do not fire.  In fact, when one has extreme depression, they can develop cycle-motor retardation where they can barely move.  There is a pleasure center in the limbic system and things that give humans pleasure like sex and getting high will stimulate one’s brain.  Since depressed people do not have regular brain stimulation, they thrive on the stimulation high-risk activities give them.  (Arbura)


Teens can deal with depression by being sad, attempting suicide, being overly critical, doing drugs, putting their lives at risk, and having promiscuous sex.  How can they deal with depression in a way that positively affects their lives?  “With some heavy duty therapy and a kick in the right direction!”  says family counselor Ralph Weiman with a grin.  Stepping into Dr. Weiman’s office, I felt like I was in any stereotypical, uninviting, commonplace counselor’s office, a couple of certificates on the wall, a bunch of medical books, and three or four big comfortable chairs.  I smiled apprehensively as the door opened, buy my nervousness was without reason, for the whole aura of the room changed when Dr. Weiman entered.  It was automatically apparent why this man was a family counselor.  The friendly demeanor of this family counselor immediately put me at ease.  His tone was calming, yet his bombastic laugh filled the room.  Dr. Weiman explained to me much of what I had already read, about teens being introverted when they are depressed.  He told me, “A lot of these kids feel really bad about themselves, but they keep it all inside.  When they find activities to devote their attention to that are outside of themselves, they become a lot happier.”

Coming into Dr. Weimnan’s office, I had a few notions of the activities one could undertake to relieve depression, and he confirmed them.  He told me that volunteering is a really good way for a person to feel good about himself because he is helping others.  Feeling that someone has made a difference in another person’s life can really make him feel like he is worth something.  Causing another human being to be happy backfires positively on the one who bestows the joy.  Dr. Weiman tells many of his patients to volunteer their spare time at hospitals, elderly homes, or with young relatives, teaching them to read or just playing with them.  The rewards of this kind of work are boundless.


Art and music can also be constructive ways to deal with depression.  Expressing feelings one is sometimes uncomfortable talking about can be easier for him if he paints, draws, or writes and/or plays music.  Also, getting one’s body moving around is another great way to change his mindset.  Whether one is playing a competitive sport, experiencing being a part of a team, or taking yoga classes, getting a little alone time, the physical activity affects their mental outlook in a positive manner.  Basically, these kids need something to focus their attention on other than own problems.  When I brought up activism to Dr. Weiman, he immediately agreed with me that it was a constructive way to divert one’s attention.  “Getting involved in a cause is really effective,” he told me.  “When people (not just teens) find something they want to fight for, they tend to find more purpose to their lives.  This can really help depressed teens, because they thrive on the attention and approval of others and fighting for any cause usually brings attention.”  These comments made me think about the students I am surrounded by everyday at school.  I thought about my best friend with whom I volunteer.  Exiting the Willow Pass Community Center, after singing and playing music to the elder, less capable residents, we always feel elation and joy, knowing we did something to make others happy.  Next, I thought about my various sports teams.  At practice, none of my teammates ever seem downtrodden or depressed.  If one of us has a bad race, the others are there to lift his or her spirits.  Then I thought about school.  Too many people are stuck at Northgate that have nothing to do but spend their fee time drinking.  Sure, it is part of the high school scene, but partying every weekend (and some weekdays) is partying to excess.  If only there were some way to expose these young people to their problems and lead them to other outlets, maybe the number of drug-dependent teens would diminish.  

Early detection is one of the biggest keys to deal with depression.  (Colbert 1)  Once article I read was written by a woman that had suffered from depression in her teenage years.  She suggests making new friends, joining sports teams, organizations, and volunteer groups, and learning new skills and hobbies as ways to cope.  But she says that for her, the most effective way to deal was, “writing regularly in a journal.  I would write down my feelings as a way of bringing closure and expressing myself.  In every situation I always weight the positives against the negatives making the best of what I have.  I always keep a list of my positive characteristics and accomplishments to review daily.” (Colbert 2)  It is important that while one can count on others to help them fight depression, they ultimately rely on themselves.


Often, depressed teens are influenced by people they see that they want to be like.  So if we could surround all depressed teens with positive role models, everyone would be happy, right?  Well, maybe.  I notice that I myself change, depending on the environment I am in.  At the march for peace in Iraq on February 16th, I found myself nearly suffocated by the goodwill of the people.  Everyone came together, united under a common cause, and marched miles through the city of San Francisco.  Hilarious posters with phrases like “Drop the Bush, not bombs” and “Real Eyes Realize Lies” floated above the sea of people.  A simple smile at anyone would get you a, “Hi! How ya doing?” in return.  After marching down the streets, my friend and I listened to various speakers at the rally in the park.  The speeches were awesome, but the best aspect of the march was definitely the people.  Just being around people who were so open minded and drawn together for the cause of peace was inspiring .  It really makes me have confidence that what I’m fighting for is worth it and that other people do care.  Knowing that I had been pretty unhappy the week preceding the march, my friend turned me as we walked back to BART and asked me if I had thought about my problems at all when we were there.  A quizzical smile crept onto my face, which changed into a full-fledged grin.  I had not, and neither had she.  Suddenly, more happy, we returned home on a natural high.

The question I faced as I wrote this paper took more than just book research and interviews to answer.  It also took self-analysis and reflection.  The more I learned about teen depression, the guiltier I began to feel.  One of my best friends, a bright, beautiful, intelligent girl, recently dropped out of school.  She has cut off all connection with her oldest friends, choosing to pursue a life filled with the more negative ways to deal with depression.  It was extremely difficult for me to sit at my computer and type out all the symptoms of depression, because with each click clack of the keyboard, my thoughts, which told me I should have been there for her, infiltrated my mind.  Everyone tells me it is not my fault she has chosen this destructive lifestyle, but I still feel responsible.  While her cries for help did not amount to those of the girl who slit her forehead, they were there, apparent and visible.  From searching this topic, and dealing with my friend, I know now to always listen if something seems wrong, and to go for help.  I will not be embarrassed to tell an adult just because I might get into trouble with her, because a life is more important than temporary anger.

However, writing this paper has not only brought me to grief.  The people I encountered were extremely helpful (more so than the books) and eager to help me.  Arbura and Weiman are warm, friendly people, and it makes me happy to know there are kind, compassionate people out there helping others.  On a more personal note, I have noticed that I have been much more energetic recently.  My project, to organize a march against the war in Iraq in Walnut Creek, has caused me much stress; and I have reached many roadblocks.  However, when random students come up to me in the halls to tell me that I “spoke beautifully at the walk-out” or to ask me when my march is and to tell me what I’m doing is great, I am overwhelmed with joy.  Devoting all my spare time to something like this definitely makes me feel more fulfilled.  

I now know what teen depression is, how one can deal with it negatively, why he would want to do that, and how one can deal with it positively.  Now that I know all of this, when someone comes to me in what appears to be worse than a bad mood, I can ask him or her to go on a run with me, or just workout.  Or, I can tell him that we should draw or listen to music or go to an activist meeting.  This way I do not have to say, “Now, dear, it seems to me that you are exhibiting the signs of depression.”  I can just suggest simple, healthy, beneficial exercises to help them and remain their friend.  Obviously, if someone just feels like getting smashed because he feels so rotten, it is a bad sign.  Now I know to look for help because they reality of the problem’s escalating is all too harsh.  Teenagers today grow up in a world where society teaches them to feel more connected to TVs and cars than to their families.  Therefore, it is our job to bring these young people back, to add simple joys into their lives, and to relieve their depression.  Medication, counseling, and positive outlets are not hard to obtain; we need to recognize the problems where they start and overcome teen depression.
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