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Glowmedia films are created to destigmatize the mental health challenges that so
many teens face - challenges that can leave them feeling isolated, overwhelmed, or
as though they are the only ones struggling. Our goal is to let students know they are
not alone and to encourage them to open up to the trusted adults in their lives.

Senior Night focuses on the quiet emotional toll that mental iliness can take on
the entire family - especially siblings. The film highlights what it feels like for a
teenager to be emotionally overlooked while supporting a family member in
crisis. Through this story, students will see that it's okay to speak up, that their
feelings are valid, and that their well-being matters, too.

The teens in our films model what it means to reach out - to a friend, a parent
or guardian, a coach, or a counselor. Senior Night encourages students to talk
about their emotions, ask for help, and recognize the importance of both
giving and receiving support.

Students watching Senior Night will reflect on:
e The emotional impact of having a loved one in crisis
e What it means to feel invisible or unheard within a family
e How to express personal needs in a healthy way
e Where to find trusted support
e How to balance caring for others with caring for themselves

This guide includes activities and discussion materials for use before, during,
and after viewing the film. A synopsis is included for context.

We strongly encourage you to continue the conversation at home. Creating
space for your teen to talk openly - without judgment - can make all the
difference.
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Senior Night
EPISODE SYNOPSIS
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Senior Night follows Sarah, a high-achieving student and basketball
star, whose parents fail to show up for her senior night—once again
putting her in the shadow of her brother Dylan’s ongoing struggle
with depression. As the night unfolds, Sarah must decide whether to
finally speak up about the pain of feeling like an afterthought or
continue carrying the emotional weight in silence. Through the lens of
one pivotal evening, the film explores the quiet impact of mental
illness on siblings and the complex dynamics within a family
stretched thin by grief, guilt, and love.



Senior Night

LESSON OVERVIEW

OBJECTIVE

Students will be able to understand and identify certain signs and risk
factors for mental health crises. They will discuss and reflect on the impact
of having someone close to you struggle with mental health and/or be in a

mental health crisis and how to not forget about one’s own mental health in
the process of supporting others.

Essential Questions

How do you know who you can turn to for mental health and emotional
support?

Why is it important to reach out to those you trust with your own
concerns or feelings of distress?

How can you support someone in a mental health crisis while also taking
care of your own mental health?
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SUGGESTED READING

Advice From Siblings of Kids With Mental Health
Disorders

® childmind.org/article/advice-from-siblings-of-kids-with-mental-health-disorders

Their tips on how to minimize stress and make sure all the kids' needs are met

Writer: Alyson Krueger

Natalie Breen was just four when her brother Patrick, younger by two years, was diagnosed with autism.
Even as a young girl, it was a blow for her. “I remember when he was born; 1t was so exciting. I was going

to have a sibling!” she said. She soon realized, however, he wasn’t going to be a traditional brother like her
friends had. “Why our family? Why us? Why me?” she asked.

Now, as a 22-year-old, Natalie accepts and cherishes her brother. But it took a long road to get there.
“There are certain stages you go through.”

First, there was denial. She kept wishing the doctors were wrong or hoping he would have the kind of
autism that doesn’t manifest itself so openly. As a child she used to draw fake, perfect families, hoping one
day they would be real.

Then the anger. Her brother’s situation meant, she said, “you are not the most important person in your
house. Your parents’ effort, and the people coming to your house, the therapist and the occupational
therapist — all those people aren’t there for you, but for your brother.”

She would get frustrated that simple trips to the grocery involved stopping to tie shoes, crying, fits over

which side of the car to sit on, complaints that the lights were too bright. She regularly thought about how

unfair 1t all was.

Slowly, over many years, a shift occurred. She started seeing her brother not as a source of frustration, but
as a unique person with his own strengths. “I looked at it from a different angle,” she said. “He’s an
incredibly talented musician, and he has perfect pitch, and he can play the piano, he can play the drums, he
1s an excellent guitar player. When he started excelling at guitar, I realized I wasn’t dealing with a burden;
he 1s an individual who 1s in some ways much more talented and much more capable than I am.”

Sibling challenges



Siblings like Natalie are often deeply impacted by a brother or sister with special needs.

In addition to having anger and resentment, Natalie placed pressure on herself to be the perfect child to her
parents. She hated softball and basketball but played them for years so her dad would have a team to coach
and cheer for on the weekends. “I tried to really excel at sports because my father didn’t have a son who he
could go outside and play catch with,” she said.

She wouldn’t ask her parents for a ride to the mall or $5 for ice cream because she didn’t want to be a
burden on them in any way. Even now, she feels the pressure to be successful in her career (she works in
sales for a tech startup) so she can one day support her parents and brother. She even graduated from
college a semester early to get the money rolling in sooner.

Rachel Kleinhandler, a 17-year-old high school junior, felt embarrassed inviting friends over to her house
after school in case there was an episode by her younger sister Sophie, who had a severe torm of OCD.

There were times, she remembers, “when [ would get anxious when Sophie was anxious™ If her sister was
having a tantrum, she would run into Sophie’s room and take away the scissors so she couldn’t harm
herself or others.

Rachel also felt an obligation to take care of her sister. “As her older sister I took it on as my responsibility.
There are times when she calls me her mom because I act like it, and I want to help her. I want to do
whatever I can to support her.” One of the scariest moments was when her sister attended a freatment
center across the country. “I felt like I was in zero control of what was happening,” she said.

We asked older siblings of children with special needs to give advice on how to address some of these
challenges. Here 1s what they told us:

Advice for parents

Build a wide support system

Laura, a 26-year-old advertising executive, has a younger brother who 1s 23 and has a form of autism that
makes it hard for him to communicate. As one of four kids, she felt the best thing her parents did was
create a wide support system for her autistic brother so the burden didn’t fall as much on the family.

“He had after school programs, he had teachers who came to our house during dinner time, he had a lot of
support so that didn’t put as much pressure on us or my parents,” she said. “They were able to care for
more kids,” she said. Aunts and uncles would also step in and help spread out the responsibility.

Be open with your children and include them in decision-making.

Parents often try to shield siblings from what is happening. Natalie says that approach is well-intentioned,
but it can cause more harm than good. “You want to feel like a team,” she said. “You want to feel like you
are in this together, because too often the parents feel like a team and you are siloed, so it’s just you by
yourself. If you include your kids in the conversations and let them help you make decisions, it’s huge
because you feel like it’s not just on you.”

Set aside special time for each of your children

Rachel feels that the most important thing for parents 1s to “just remind your kids that you are always there
for them and maybe set aside time for siblings so they know they are still cared about and loved.” This can
be a private vacation, a special activity once a week, or five minutes before bed. Your children will cherish




this time, she added. “I took the time that I did get with my parents not as much for granted as I had
previously.”

Advice for siblings

Reach out to others

When she was younger, Natalie felt she was the only one in her situation, and that no one could possibly
understand what she was going through. Once she got older and talked openly about it to friends, teachers,
and boyfriends, she realized she was hardly alone. She even wrote an article about her challenges on a
website and received thousands of responses.

“The more you hold 1t mn, the worse 1t 15, she said. “When you pul yoursell out there, 1t's scary—you don’t
know what will happen. But you have to put yourself out there and find support and realize you aren’t by
yourself.”

Laura agreed: “I can see that it can be 1solating as a sibling,” she said. “I feel like the support network is
very important for caring for someone with a disability. We especially need to reach out.”

Make special time for your sibling

The more siblings spend quality time with their brother or sister with special needs, the more they realize
how remarkable that person is.

Laura realized how hard-working her brother was. “He 1s doing things all day and working all night, and
he usually does 1t with a good attitude,” she said. “He’s taught me a lot.” She sets aside time to do special
things with him so she can appreciate him more. He loves Aladdin, so she recently took him to see the
musical on Broadway. They also regularly go to a theme park near the family home on Long Island.

Now that she can drive, Rachel likes to take her sister to Starbucks when she 1s getting frustrated with her
schoolwork, to get a break. It’s a special time they can share, and 1t helps them grow closer and appreciate
one another.

Make time for yourself

Many siblings feel guilty about wanting a break from their sibling, but getting time away 1s essential, said
Rachel. “That was a major thing for me, and I had to step back at some points and have a break from it all.
In the summer, especially, I get to be anxiety-free instead of worrying all the time. Just going out to dinner
with my friends or going to see a movie helps.”

Focus on how your experiences have helped you
Looking back, Rachel realizes how having a sister withOCD

made her the person she 1s today. She became more independent because she felt she couldn’t ask her
parents, who were always so busy with her sister, things like how to solve a homework question. “I figured
it out on my own,” she said.

She also thinks it made her a more aware and sensitive person. When her sister went into a treatment center
she channeled her need to help into serving others. She “wasn’t able to do much,” she said, so “I took 1t
upon myself to help others.” She joined J Teen leadership, a teen-led community service organization and
soon started chairing it.



Laura believes having an autistic brother made her more curious and tolerant of people different than her.
She spent a year in China teaching English, something she might not have done otherwise.

Natalie learned the life lesson of not measuring people against each other. “I think you are always
comparing people to yourself,” she said, “And when you stop comparing someone to yourself and start
thinking they are being the best person they can be, that’s when your eyes open and you are like, ‘Oh this
makes sense and this 1s right and all 1s good.” ”

This article was last reviewed or updated on February 9, 2024,



