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By  LAURA WRIGHT

An interview with parenting expert and author Ann Douglas 

Support, Guidance and Hope 
to Parents in Crisis
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Ann Douglas, one of Backpack’s “go-to” 
experts for all things child related, knows a 
thing or two about raising children. As the 
author of numerous books about pregnancy and 
parenting (including best-selling The Mother of 
All® Books series) and over 1000 articles on the 
subject, Ann is indisputably one of Canada’s 
most trusted authorities on parenting.

What many people don’t realize, however, is 
that Ann has a very special area of expertise. As the 
mother of four children, each of whom has been 
diagnosed with one or more conditions that fall 
under the “children’s mental health” umbrella, 
Ann knows firsthand the pain and heartache 
faced by parents and caregivers of children 
with mental health, neurodevelopmental, or 
behavioural challenges. With her new book, 
Parenting Through the Storm: How to Handle 
the Highs, the Lows, and Everything in Between, 
Ann provides the guide she wishes had been 
available when hers was a family in crisis. 

Q So many people shy away from talking about the 
challenges their families have gone through/are going 

through, let alone shining a light on them. What made you 
decide to let the whole world in?

A It was a tough decision, for sure. I’m a pretty private person 
and, like any parent, I’m fiercely protective of my family’s 

privacy. But I felt I could find a way to balance off my need to 
protect my family’s privacy (this is anything but a “tell all” guide!) 
with my family’s desire to make a difference for other families who 
are going through a tough time. If none of us opens up and talks 
about what we are experiencing, every family remains isolated and 
alone – and politicians (who have the ability to invest in services 
and supports that can make things better for children and families) 
have no idea how many families are dealing with the kinds of 
monumental struggles I describe in the book.

Q This isn’t just your story—it’s your children’s story as 
well. How do they feel about having their lives and 

mental health challenges being shared with the world?

A I interviewed each of my children while I was researching and 
writing this book. And I talked to them about the fact that I 

would be sharing bits and pieces of our family’s story. They were 
overwhelmingly supportive. They saw that we had an opportunity 
to try to make things better for other parents and kids—and they 
told me that they trusted me to be judicious regarding what 
to share and what not to share. (Obviously, as their mother, I 
am privy to very sensitive and personal information about my 
children’s lives, so I need to be mindful and deliberate about what 
I am able to share.)
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Q You are considered one of 
Canada’s most trusted authorities 

in parenting. I imagine that with that 
recognition come certain assumptions 
and expectations from the public in 
regards to you and your family. Did 
you have any concerns or hesitations 
about going public with your story?

A The good news is that I’ve never 
pretended to be a perfect parent. 

Back in 2003, when things were at their 
most challenging for my family, I wrote a 
book called The Mother of All Parenting 
Books. In the introduction to that book 
I let parents know that it’s a book for 
“gloriously imperfect parents with 
gloriously imperfect kids.” I’ve always 
talked about the fact that it isn’t realistic 
or healthy to expect yourself or your kids 
to be perfect. 

In terms of being concerned about 
sharing my family’s story, my only 
concerns were that someone would say 
something unkind or judgmental about 
one of my children. So far, the reception 
to the book has been pretty positive and I 
haven’t had to deal with a lot of nasty or inappropriate comments.

Q Children with neurodevelopmental, mental and 
behavioural challenges often don’t respond well to the 

“typical” parenting tactics, leaving many parents questioning 
their parenting abilities. You were writing and publishing 
books on parenting, meanwhile you were in fact a parent in 
crisis. How did you deal with that?

A I learned to trust my gut instincts as a parent, gravitating 
toward the strategies that worked best for each child at any 

given time. 
In terms of my own ability to cope with the crisis, I felt 

exhausted and overwhelmed. I wasn’t sleeping much, eating well, 
or exercising at all. I became depleted. I gained over 100 lbs. 
(which I then had to work hard to lose). I experienced a pretty 
devastating depression that lasted for three years. One of the 
reasons I wrote this book was to try to help other parents to avoid 
that kind of fallout – which is why there is so much information 
about the importance of self-care.

Q You have four children, each of whom has a diagnosis. 
Was one diagnosis harder for you than the others? Did it 

become easier or harder to receive each subsequent diagnosis?

A I don’t think any of the diagnoses were scarier or more 
daunting. I do think my ability to cope with whatever we 

were facing improved over time. At first, I felt worried, scared, and 
overwhelmed. Over time, I was able to remind myself that we had 
been through this (or something similar) before, and that I had 
the strength and the advocacy skills needed to try to make things 
better for my child.

I remember feeling a lot of anxiety prior to each diagnosis—
and then some initial feelings of sadness (that life would be extra 
difficult for this particular child) and worry (about what this 

particular diagnosis would mean for this 
particular child). But, over time, those 
feelings began to shift. I started to see 
a diagnosis as a good thing as opposed 
to something negative or limiting. I 
came to realize that the diagnosis was 
just a piece of information about my 
child—information that would allow 
me to zero in on the most effective 
parenting strategies and that would allow 
my child to tap into additional supports 
that might not otherwise be available to 
him at school or in the community. And 
I came to understand that a diagnosis 
didn’t have to be about limits: it could 
be about possibility—about helping my 
child to have the best possible life while 
simultaneously coping with a particular 
challenge.

Q You are very honest about 
your own battles with mental 

illness. How do you think your own 
experiences affected your ability to deal 
with your children’s challenges?

A Growing up in a family with a mother who had bipolar 
disorder and living with a bipolar diagnosis myself has given 

me insight into what it means to live with a family member who 
has a mental illness and what it feels like to be that family member 
who has a mental illness. 

Knowing that I live with a mood disorder has encouraged me 
to make health a priority. I ensure that I’m getting enough sleep 
and that I’m exercising on a daily basis because I have found that 
sleep and regular physical activity are key to feeling my best and 
managing my moods.

Q Did anything surprise or shock you when you were 
researching this book? Did you learn anything?

I learned a lot, mainly from the other families, who were 
incredibly generous with their hard-earned wisdom and advice. I 
also learned a lot while researching the lifestyle part of the book—
like the fact that we have to make a conscious effort to overcome 
our default setting for emotion, which is negative. (That makes 
sense when you’re trying to avoid a tiger that might be lurking in 
the long grass, ready to jump out and eat you. But getting stuck 
in a negative mindset can rob you of a lot of joy and decrease your 
ability to think creatively.) 

Q In the book’s introduction you say that the interviews 
with Canadian parents and mental health experts lend 

the book a made-in-Canada flavour and feel. Why was that 
important to you?

A I think it’s really important to help Canadian parents to 
navigate the Canadian mental health and educational systems 

because those are the systems they will be dealing with as they 
advocate for their children (and teach their children how to 
advocate for themselves). bp

"I came to understand 
that a diagnosis didn’t 

have to be about 
limits: it could be about 

possibility—about 
helping my child to 

have the best possible 
life while simultaneously 
coping with a particular 

challenge."


