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Feeling stressed, low, or just kinda “meh”? You’re not the only one—and there’s real help.
Everyday choices—what you eat, how you move, how you sleep, how you handle stress,
your screen time, whether you use substances, and who you spend time with—can shift
your mood and energy. This fact sheet turns solid science into simple, teen-tested moves
you can start today, and it works alongside support from a counselor or clinician when you
need it.

Better Days: Simple Plays

1) Feed Your Brain (build a plant-first plate)

Food changes how you feel and how your brain works. A mostly plant, whole-food
plate—veggies, fruit, beans/lentils, whole grains, nuts/seeds—supports mood, focus, and
steady energy. Ultra-processed snacks and energy drinks can spike then crash your mood.
Your brain actually becomes inflamed just like a house on fire. Aim for dark colored fruits
and vegetables on at least half your plate most meals to not only improve your mood but
restore balance to your brain.

Quick wins

e Make at least % your plate plants focusing on dark colored fruits and vegetables
like berries and greens. Add beans or lentils once a day.

e Trade energy drinks/candy/fast food for fruit + nuts, hummus + veg, a green
smoothie, or oatmeal.

e Carry awater bottle. Most teens need 6-8 cups/day (more with sports/heat).

2) Move For Mood (most days of the week)

Movement releases feel-good brain chemicals (dopamine, serotonin), boosts BDNF—a
protein that supports learning and memory and builds your brain, and releases HOPE



molecules that boost mood—so even 10-15 minutes can sharpen focus for the next class.
Target: 60 minutes/day of moderate-to-vigorous activity for ages 6-17 (can be in chunks).

Quick wins

e 10-15 min “movement snacks” between classes/homework.
e Walk or bike with a friend; join a team, dance, or martial arts.
e Active study breaks: 20 jumping jacks + 10 squats between chapters.

3) Protect Sleep & Your Body Clock

Sleep = brain reset. Teens need 8-10 hours/night. Staying on a regular schedule trains
your circadian rhythm—your body’s internal clock—so memory sticks, mood steadies, and
performance improves.

Quick wins

Keep a consistent wake time; don't let weekends drift > ~1 hour.
Do a wind-down hour: low light, no schoolwork or doomscrolling in bed.
Park phones outside the bedroom and avoid watching TV in your room to help
sleep and mood.
e Advocate for school start = 8:30 a.m. if your district’s behind the times.

4) Train Stress Skills (yes, they work)

With a few minutes a day of focused breathing and relaxation, you train your brain to exit
“fight-or-flight” faster and turn on clear-thinking mode, so tests, games, and tough talks
feel more manageable.

Quick wins (5-10 min)
Box breathing: 4-in, 4-hold, 4-out, 4-hold x 4-6.
5-4-3-2-1 grounding: name 5 things you see, 4 you feel, 3 you hear, 2 you smell, 1

you taste.
e Stretch + slow breaths before bed.

5) Screen Smart- Control the Scroll
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Your feed should fuel you, not fry you—late-night scrolling wrecks sleep, and
comparison-heavy content can tank mood. Curate what you see and set cutoffs you'll
actually keep.

Quick wins

Make screen-free zones (dinner, bedroom) and a 1-hour pre-bed curfew.
Curate: unfollow accounts that spike anxiety/comparison.

Use Screen Time/Wellbeing tools to set limits you'll actually keep.
Create simple house rules together and write them down.

6) Choose Connection Over Isolation

IRL (In Real Life) relationships protect mental health. Loneliness hurts it. Even short
face-to-face hangouts lower stress hormones (like cortisol) and boost feel-good brain
signals, building resilience against anxiety and depression.

Quick wins

e Plan one face-to-face hangout each week (club, team, study group).
e Try micro-connections: say hi to classmates, thank a teacher, send a kind text.
e Volunteer—purpose is powerful.

7) Protect Your Brain: Skip Substances

Your brainis still under construction through your mid-20s. Nicotine vapes hook fast and
can mess with mood, focus, and sleep. High-potency cannabis in the teen years raises the
risk of depression and suicidality—and can trigger psychosis in some people, especially
with earlier, frequent, or stronger use. It also causes irreversible brain damage. The safest
play is to skip it;

Quick wins

e Practice refusal scripts; keep an exit plan for sketchy situations.
e Ifyou're using, talk to a clinician or counselor—support works.
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8) Nature Time = Calmer Mind

Short outdoor breaks calm your nervous system and clear mental noise. Spending time in
green spaces (trees, grass, water) is linked to better mood and focus, and daylight helps
reset your body clock for better sleep.

Quick wins

e 10-20 minutes outdoors (walk, sunlight, trees) after school.
e Pair it with movement or a breathing exercise for extra calm.

7-Day Kickstart (print it—or screenshot it)

e Plate: Add 1 dark colored fruit + 1 veg each day. Swap one ultra-processed snack
for awhole-food snack (fruit + nuts, hummus + veg, oats).

e Move: 15 min after school + 15 min after dinner. Set a simple goal (steps or
minutes) and track it.

e Sleep: Aim for 8-10 hours. Phones parked 60 minutes before bed.

e Stress skill: 5 min of breathing or a short guided mindfulness right after
homework.

e Screens: Do a Sunday check-in on your media limits; adjust for next week.
e Connection/Nature: One in-person hangout + one 20-minute outside walk.

e Substances: Learn the risks. Set a personal “no vape / no cannabis” boundary and
stick toit.

Small, repeatable actions beat giant, unsustainable ones. Pick two changes from the 7-Day
Kickstart. Stack them onto existing routines. Then build from there. Consistency is the
cheat code—keep showing up, and your mood, energy, and focus will follow.
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How This Fits With Professional Care

Habits help, but they’re not a solo fix. Lifestyle moves (food, movement, sleep, stress skills,
screen smarts, connection, no substances) work best alongside professional care. Therapy
(like and IFS, CBT), family support, and—when needed—medication are legit tools. Loop in
aclinician if things feel heavy, especially with moderate-severe symptoms, ADHD, eating
disorders, substance use, or other complex issues. Building better days is a team sport;
bring your team.

When To Get Help

e Feeling sad/irritable most days or losing interest/energy for 2+ weeks

e Bigchanges in sleep/appetite, slipping grades, or pulling away from
friends/activities

e Self-harm, rapidly increasing substance use, or talk about death/hopelessness

Emergency: If there’s immediate danger or suicidal thoughts with a plan, call 911 or go to
the nearest emergency room.

24/7 help (U.S.)
e 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline — call or text 988, or chat at 988lifeline.org
e Crisis Text Line — text HOME to 741741

Reaching out is strength. Stack the small habits, ask for support, and keep going—better
days are absolutely buildable.
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