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Mental Health 
Promotion for 
People with IDD

Melissa L. Desroches, PhD, RN, CNE
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A Convergence of Factors

•Mental health neglected in the US

• Focus on diagnosis and treatment

• Health promotion overlooked in people with IDD

• Confusion with mental health and behavioral health

•Mental health promotion for people with IDD = non-existent
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Stresses of Transition

By age:
• Increasing self-care
• Adult identity
• Cyberbullying
• Intimate 

relationships & sex
• Substance use
• Supported decision-

making

By stage:
• Navigating new 

environments
• Change in familiar 

supports
• Work 

responsibilities
• Professional 

relationships

3

A Unique Opportunity

 

 
Homeward Bound Program: 

Mental Health Promotion 
For Adults with Developmental Disabilities 

 
 
We are looking for adults with developmental disabilities or acquired brain 
injuries who are interested in partnering with senior nursing students to work 
together on positive strategies to promote mental health and well-being! 
 
You will receive weekly visits from senior nursing students to assess your well-
being and support you.  The students will work with you to identify mental 
wellness goals and offer strategies to meet these goals based on your unique 
needs and interests.  
 
If you spend time at a day program, we can arrange to meet with you there if it is 
easier for you. We are committed to promoting your mental health and well-
being. Welcome! 

 
Homeward Bound visits begin January 2019! 
 
If you are interested in this program, please contact:   
 
Melissa L. Desroches, PhD, RN, CNE 
Nursing Instructor, Brockton Hospital School of Nursing 
MDesroches@Signature-Healthcare.org, cell 774-766-2483 

• Partnership between a local 
School of Nursing and a 
disability agency
• In-visits with students
•Mental health promotion 

strategies
• Every day lives of people with 

disabilities
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Our Approach

• Focus on the positive
•Adapt to individuals’ abilities and strengths
• Tailor to individuals’ interests
•Hands-on activities
• Social / relational emphasis
•Modify existing mental health promotion resources

5

Our Program
Topic Optional Activity
1) Being a Friend to Me Paint a self-portrait or self-love
2) Gratitude Decorate a gratitude journal
3) Living with Meaning Make a favorite things collage
4) Enjoying Nature Make upcycled bird feeders, 

naturally scented sachets
5) Connecting with Others Make cards to send to friends
6) Create Joy and Laughter Make an upcycled bowling game
7) Helping Others Make something to donate
8) Putting It All Together Homemade mindfulness jar
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Being a Friend to Me

• Who is your best friend?

• What makes them a good friend?

• What does it mean to be a good 
friend to someone?

• Am I that kind of friend to myself?
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Being a Friend to Me

• Imagine the feeling of being with someone who cares about you.
• Feel the feeling in your body and hold on to it for as long as you 

can!

• Imagine yourself as a sweet little baby and send all your love to that 
baby. 
• Now send that loving feeling inside to you!
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Being a Friend to Me

If you are feeling bad, ask yourself: 
“Being a friend to me, what’s the best thing to do here??
Then, as best you can, do it!

Write, draw, paint, tell a friend, or do a 
dance that shows how you care about 
your most important friend– you!
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Gratitude

• What does  “gratitude” mean? 

• Gratitude often means being thankful.

• It is easy to overlook things we can be grateful for.

• Life’s challenges often get in the way. 
Ø What challenges get in the way of you feeling thankful?
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Gratitude

•We need to pay extra attention to the good things in life. Even 
the little things! 
•What are some things that you are grateful for today?
• Try to name 1 or 2 things you are grateful for from each of your 

5 senses
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Gratitude

See handouts

• Journal about Gratitude
•Write a Letter
• Visit Someone who you Appreciate
• Say “Thank You”
• Take a Gratitude Walk

12



4/15/20

7

Living with Meaning

Finding meaning in your life can 
make a huge difference in your 

mood and how you feel. 

Here are some tips:
1. Know what’s important for you. What are 3 things that 

are important to you about living your life? 
(They could be things you want to do, like ‘talk to family’ or ‘sing every day’, or 

values like ‘honesty’.)
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Living with Meaning
2. Set a Goal. Is there something you have been wanting 
to do? Or something new you want to try?

Decide on one goal and focus on it each day. Write it 
down or draw it and post your goal where you can see it 
to remind you!  

3. Be in the Moment. It can be easy for our minds to wander. We can 
miss out on good things! When you are eating, focus on how good it 
tastes. When you are outside, feel the breeze and the warm sun. When 
you are resting, feel the warmth of a cozy blanket. What moments do you 
enjoy most?
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Spend Time with Mother Nature

• Being in nature is calming to people of all ages and backgrounds.  
• Being in nature improves our health.  It can help our heart, our muscles, 

and make us feel less stressed. It may even help us live longer!
• What is your favorite way to spend time in nature? Your favorite place 

in nature?
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Spend Time with Mother Nature

• Go outside! Soak it in with all your senses!

• Open the curtains and sit by the window.
• Look at nature photos or paintings. 

(Maybe add a few to your home!)
• Take care of a house plant or two.
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Spend Time with Mother Nature

• Try using natural plant oils to scent your home 
with sachets. Peppermint oil can reduce fatigue. 
Lavender oil is calming. 
• Create a playlist of nature sounds. 
• Swap “screen time” for “nature time”. 
• à How much time do you spend on a 

computer or cell phone screen versus with 
nature?
• Spend time with animals. Interact with a pet or 

observe wildlife. 
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Connecting with Others

Your friend gets your joke. Your housemate compliments you. Your family 
member hugs you hello.  

Question: What do these things have in common?

Answer: They help you bust stress and boost well-being!

Good relationships make us happier, make us healthier, and help us to live 
longer.
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Connecting with Others

Do you have enough support?   
Do you have a “pit crew” of at least a few 
friends or family members who:
• Feel comfortable to be with
• Give you a sense you could tell them 

anything
• Can help you solve problems
• Make you feel valued
• Take your concerns seriously

19

Connecting with Others
Tips for Strong Friendships
• Make a list of people you want to 

connect with regularly. Remind 
yourself to reach out! 

• When you are together, be together! 
Put away cell phones. Shut off the TV. 
Do something you both enjoy, or just 
chat!

• Really listen. Try to repeat what your 
friend said to make sure you really 
understood.
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Connecting with Others
More Tips
• Ask for help when you need it!   Be 

specific. Even best friends can’t read 
minds. 

• Show how much you respect and 
appreciate your friends and family. We 
may think good thoughts but unless we 
tell people they won’t know!

• Stop relationships that don’t make you 
feel good or make you feel unsafe. You 
are worth it! A friend doesn’t push you 

around or make you do things
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Create Joy and Laughter

Why? It feels good AND it’s good for you!

Laughing decreases pain and stress, helps your heart and 
lungs, relaxes your muscles, and makes you feel less anxious. 
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Create Joy and Laughter

1) Work that funny bone!
• Pick up a joke book at the library. 
• Listen to a funny podcast. 
• Watch a comedy movie.
• Make a collage of funny sayings 

and pictures that make you smile.
• Try to laugh at everyday hassles.  

Ø Has anything funny happened 
to you lately?

23

Create Joy and Laughter

2) Find some fun!
• Set aside a time for fun and stick to it!
• Do something you loved to do as a kid. 

What were your favorite activities?
• Turn on some music you love—it can 

trigger feel-good hormones!
Ø What kind of music makes you feel 

good?
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Create Joy and Laughter

3) Keep It Going!
• Share the joy. Tell a friend about 

funny moments. You can laugh again, 
together. Who would you tell?

• Let it out. When you're feeling good, 
throw your whole self into it. Go 
ahead, do a little dance, clap your 
hands. Practice your feel-good 
moves!
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Helping Others

Helping others helps you, too.

People who often help other people feel less depression, more 
calm calm, fewer pains and better health. They may even live 
longer.
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Helping Others

Hints on Helping:
• Helping doesn’t have to be a huge thing or 

take lots of time.
ØCalling a friend to see how she's doing
ØSmiling at a stranger in the street
ØHolding the elevator door for someone

• Change your acts of kindness so they don’t 
feel boring to you.

• You don’t have to help everyone. When 
asked a favor, think it over before saying 
yes.
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Helping Others

LITTLE THINGS MAKE A BIG DIFFERENCE
• Send homemade get-well cards to a children’s hospital.
• Hold up a positive sign like “Hello” with a smiley face when 

you are stuck in traffic
• Write something nice about the waitperson at a restaurant 

on the back of the bill
• “Reverse rob” someone who deserves a treat—slip a treat 

and a surprise note in their coat or bag. Don’t tell them it 
was you and try to keep a straight face when you hear about 
it!
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Putting It All Together

What have you learned about keeping mentally healthy 
from our time together? 
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Putting It All Together

We’ve talked about:
• Being a good friend to yourself. Do you 

treat yourself the same way you would a 
friend? Or are you too hard on yourself? 
Be good to you. How can you show 
yourself some love?

30



4/15/20

16

Putting It All Together

We’ve talked about:
• Enjoying nature. Nature is good for our 

bodies and minds, even just a few minutes 
a day. Sitting or walking outside, 
gardening, watching birds, looking at 
nature photographs, etc. What is your 
favorite way to enjoy nature?
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Putting It All Together

We’ve talked about:
• Gratitude. It is impossible to feel miserable and thankful 

at the same time. What are you thankful for? Use your 
five senses!
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Putting It All Together

We’ve talked about:
• Living with Meaning. Pursue your goals and passions! 

Even small steps add up over time. What are your goals 
right now? Are you making progress?

33

Putting It All Together

We’ve talked about:
• Creating Joy and Fun. Make time for 

joy and fun every day. Maybe you 
like to read, or watch funny videos, 
or do a favorite activity, or listen and 
groove to feel-good music. What 
activities bring you joy?
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Putting It All Together

We’ve talked about:
• Helping Others. Practicing kindness 

helps others and makes us feel good, 
too. 

How do you like to help others?
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THANK YOU for participating in our Homeward 
Bound Community Mental Health Program. We 

have learned so much from you, too!
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Resources

• Mental Health America: 10 Tools 
https://www.mhanational.org/ten-tools

• PERMA model
https://positivepsychology.com/perma-model/

• Just One Thing by Rick Hanson. 
https://www.rickhanson.net/books/just-one-thing/

There is also a free newsletter available by the author.
• Gratitude Calendar handout

https://www.gorgeousmindset.com/gratitude-challenge/
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