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About The Iris the Dragon Book Series
Years of stigma towards mental health disorders drove the topic into the shadows where people suffered alone in isolation. While attitudes toward dis-
cussing mental health disorders have shifted in recent years there is still a long way to go. It is hard enough to talk about the topic and it is even harder 
for people experiencing the confusing symptoms and feelings associated with mental health disorders to put words to their experiences. To help move 
the world mental health agenda forward in educating people about the interconnectedness of mental health and overall wellness, author Gayle Grass 
of the Iris the Dragon series is starting the discussion early with youth. Reflecting the World Health Organization’s sentiments that “there is no health 
without mental health,” (WHO, 2014) Gayle has selected the vehicle of the storybook to communicate this message and hopes to change future genera-
tion’s perspective.

Iris the Dragon’s books address a variety of mental health disorders and stress the need for creating a supportive and understanding community to 
help deal with issues relating to a mental health disorder and to reduce the stigma surrounding this topic. Iris the Dragon was first created in 2000 and 
since then has seen a huge increase in demand for books on mental health for youth. In 2013, a study on one of Iris the Dragon’s books was published 
by the Mental Health Commission of Canada and showed that after 20 minutes of reading the attitudes of children toward those with mental illness or 
towards the topic of mental health were positively changed.

Iris the Dragon Charity was created to provide educational material for adults and young readers to help facilitate a conversation between caregivers 
and children about issues relating to mental health and emotional wellness. The books are intended to provide comfort in talking about mental health 
to create a safe space for discussing and exploring the topic further.

There are currently 6 books in the series each addressing different mental health challenges and each vetted by medical experts:

“Catch a Falling Star” – Presents readers with a variety of symptoms that could be considered “red flags” in a child’s emotional and social development.

“Lucky Horseshoes” – Illustrates the feelings and thoughts of an ADHD child. It gives children with ADHD an opportunity to identify with their 
thoughts, feelings and actions through a young character called Skippy.

“Hole in One” – Addresses anxiety disorder in children; specifically anxiety about going to school and performance. It’s an opportunity for children to 
identify with their thoughts, feelings and actions.

“I Can Fix It!” – Focuses on Asperger’s Syndrome, one of the Autism Spectrum Disorders, and the importance of a caring community surrounding 
children with developmental, emotional and behavioral challenges.

“He Shoots! He Scores!” – Addresses the topic of self stigma and family stigma and provides a medium to help society at large understand the challeng-
es that a child faces with a mental health condition.

“Project: Kids, Let’s Talk” – A special edition Iris the Dragon book for military families. Iris meets a young boy who is dealing with the challenges 
(loneliness, worry and anger) of being in a Canadian military family.

For teachers, Iris the Dragon has a curriculum-aligned, “Units of Study” program for regular classroom delivery to deconstruct bullying, develop 
healthy minds and learn to self-advocate.

For more information on the Iris the Dragon Book Series, the team and their resources, visit www.iristhedragon.com.
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Dr. Simon Davidson

Gayle Grass, AKA Iris, is an exceptionally talented author of captivating children’s books.  Through this medium, she edu-
cates her audience (children, parents and caregivers) about mental health and mental illness and stigma reduction.

This book, “He Shoots – He Scores:  A Tale from the Iris the Dragon Series”, is her fifth in the series.  This book is a contin-
uation of  “Catch a Falling Star” but occurs later in the life of the young boy as he navigates the developmental transition
into adolescence, a phase of life that neither he nor his support system are prepared for.  Additionally, the serious problems of
self and family stigma are addressed.

In her Iris the Dragon Series, Gayle has utilized outstanding vision for a demonstrated need well before the topic of child and
youth mental health and illness was as well identified as a need and well before it was well accepted.

It is now well beyond time that Gayle’s outstanding contributions were thoroughly embraced.

Congratulations Gayle!

Simon Davidson, M.B., B.Ch., F.R.C.P.(C)

Professor of Psychiatry and Paediatrics,
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University of Ottawa;
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I n t r o d u c t i o n
“He Shoots – He Scores: A Tale from the Iris the Dragon Series” is the sequel to the book “Catch a Falling Star: A Tale
from the Iris the Dragon Series.” “Catch a Falling Star,” the flagship book of the Iris the Dragon Series, was one of the
first books in North America to introduce the topic of mental health disorders to children in a format they could learn
from and understand. In “Catch a Falling Star,” the topic of Bipolar Disorder is introduced through the experiences of a
young 9 year old boy called Fish. In this book, the main character Fish begins to show the early warning signs of Bipolar
Disorder such as severe anxiety, paranoia, and mood swings. His life appears to be spiraling out of control until he meets
Iris the Dragon while fishing one day on his favourite log bridge. Iris the Dragon is a friendly old dragon who has a gift
for understanding young people. She has a wealth of experience and knowledge to draw upon to help youth that appear
to be struggling with emotional, behavioural or developmental challenges. In “Catch a Falling Star,” Iris and her support
network, the Riverbank Community, are able to help Fish get his life back on track through recommending the proper
mental health treatments and support systems in the community. With Iris’s help, Fish is able to understand what his
disorder is and how to deal with it. Fish’s parents develop an excellent support team much like Iris’ Riverbank
Community and by the end of the book; Fish is able to flourish at school and in the community. However, mental health
is an ongoing responsibility of the individual, parents, teachers, mental health professionals and the community. The new
book “He Shoots – He Scores” deals with what happens when the support routine is disrupted and when Fish enters a
new stage in his life, adolescence, and his new community isn’t as understanding as when he was a child due to the
stereotypes and attitudes that exist in society about mental illness. This new book addresses the topic of self stigma and
family stigma and provides a medium to help society at large understand the challenges that a child faces with a mental
health disorder.
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O
S U M  M E R

nce upon a time there lived a very wise friendly green marsh dragon called Iris. 
She and her Riverbank friends lived in harmony along a lovely section of a river that

meandered through the country and eventually reached the ocean. They had many
wonderful adventures together but the most important part of their lives was to help

children who came to their Riverbank seeking advice.

Today was their annual summer regatta. They all had brought their picnic baskets, lawn chairs,
blankets and gear to participate in the river games. It was held every year at Iris’s place on the river as
she liked to organize the games. It was important for Iris that everyone was included and Iris spent a
lot of time making sure that there were games that everyone could participate in. Once the games
were over, the tables were set up and everyone shared their picnics.

“What a day!” said Ottie the Otter. “I am so tired out. I must have swum a thousand
miles up and down the river today. I could eat a whole riverbed of slimy green marsh weeds.”

“Well go help yourself Ottie. The table is full of 
good healthy food to enjoy,” laughed Iris. 
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Just then, Iris spotted Fish coming up the river in his kayak. “Hello Fish,” called Iris. “Welcome to
our Annual Riverbank Summer Regatta.”

“Hi Iris and all the Riverbank animals,” 
called Fish. “I thought I would come and have one last visit before school 
starts in the fall. It is such a beautiful evening on the river.”

“Pull your kayak up on the bank. We have plenty of food and you can sit on your favourite log and
tell us what you have been doing this summer,” said Iris.

Fish was always happy to see Iris. He had met her several years ago when he was 9 years old. He had
needed a good friend to share his thoughts and worries with and he had found Iris. With her help he
had become aware that he had a mental health disorder and she urged him to tell his parents who
then found the treatment and support that he needed. Fish had been identified with bipolar disorder
but with the right treatment from doctors and support from his family, friends, teachers and others
services in the community, he had recovered and was able to enjoy his life again and pursue his goals.
He did well at school and had become a really good hockey player, playing on
the town junior team.

“It is so good to see you Fish,” 
said Iris. “How was your summer and how are 
your parents and sisters?”

“They are all well. We went on a camping trip this summer and saw
some neat places. My Dad and I fished a lot too and won a few fishing
contests,” laughed Fish.

D_He Shoots_Text.qxd  3/15/10  3:50 PM  Page 7



I remember that is how we first met Fish.  You were fishing on the bridge above my cave and you
caught my hat. You were not very happy then,” said Iris.

“I remember Iris. But with all the great help I have been getting from my family and friends and my
teachers over the years, 

I am feeling very confident about things,” replied Fish.

“That makes me very happy Fish,” said Iris. “You worked hard to understand that you have a mental
health challenge and took charge of your life to overcome the obstacles and recover. What are your
plans for next year?”

“That is what I wanted to tell you Iris. I just turned 13 and I am going into high school this fall. I am
a little nervous as there will be new kids and all new teachers. I have had the same teachers for the last
few years and they know me so well.” Fish hesitated and then blurred out. 

“They may not understand what I 
have and not like me.”

“You will be fine Fish. Just remember all the things you have learned over the years that help you to
stay mentally healthy. Stick to the same routine and always talk about your worries and any problems
that come up at school to your parents,” assured Iris. 

“OK Iris. I will,” said Fish looking around.  “You know I have always felt so safe here. You and the
Riverbank animals are always so understanding and supportive. You let me express myself.  You never
criticize and always offer positive suggestions. And you are always having lots of fun events in your
community that involves everyone.”
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“Well, that is how a community should be Fish. We work hard to make sure
that everyone has the same opportunity to enjoy the Riverbank. We believe that
a community is for everyone and that good mental health is essential for the
community to flourish. So we make sure there are lots of activities for everyone
to get involved in,” confirmed Iris.

“That’s so neat. Well, it is getting dark. I better get home. Good bye Iris and the
Riverbank Animals,” called Fish as he paddled off down the river in his kayak.

“Iris,” said Ottie. 

“Will Fish be OK in his new school?”

“I hope so,” said Iris. 

“I hope so but changes in our routine 
can be disruptive. The transition 
may be difficult. It is important 
that he gets lots of support from 
his new teachers and friends.”
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F A L L

he fall passed quickly as Iris and the Riverbank animals were kept busy gathering
food and harvesting their gardens for the long winter ahead. Iris had finished a

particularly busy day helping Petunia Skunk harvest her garden and put 
all the vegetables away in her storeroom. Petunia had 6 children and had lost 
her husband last year so was very grateful for Iris’s help. 

“Thanks Iris,” said Petunia Skunk. “I couldn’t have got all the food I needed for the winter to
feed my children without your help. I am so lucky to live in the Riverbank.”

“You are most welcome and please ask me or the other animals whenever you need help. That is what
a good community does,” said Iris as she waved goodbye to Petunia and wandered back to her cave
along the riverbank.

It was a lovely night. The moon was out and there was a small breeze on the river. But suddenly Iris
was distracted by a noise on the river. A kayak was drifting by and she could just make out the outline
of a young boy as he was slumped down in the boat. Iris knew it was late for anyone to be out on the
river, so she decided to follow the boat. She slipped quietly into the water and swam very cautiously
behind the boat. The boy was very quiet and Iris thought he must have fallen asleep but as the boat
made its way down the river, Iris started to get very nervous. She knew that at the next bend in the
river were very steep rapids and if the boy didn’t turn around soon, he would be in big trouble.

T
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Iris decided that she could wait no longer and swam to the head of the boat and gently pushed it
around and back up the river. All of a sudden, there was a great commotion in the kayak.  The young
boy sat up and looked over the edge of the boat. “Who are you and what are you doing with my
kayak?” screamed the boy.

“Is that you Fish?” exclaimed Iris. 

“What are you doing on the river so late?
You know those rapids are too steep for you to go down. Only Ottie can shoot the 
rapids and not get hurt.”

“Iris, is that you? I am so worried and sad. 
I am not sure what I am doing,” replied Fish.

“Well, let’s get you to the Riverbank and my cave. We can talk about what is upsetting you,” urged
Iris as she pulled Fish’s kayak to the shore.

“Here we are Fish. Climb out and I will pull your kayak up on the shore. Look the
bonfire is still going. Sit down and get warm and I will get you your favourite cup
of tea,” said Iris as she hurried off to her cave. She was very worried about Fish
and wanted to know as soon as possible what was bothering him.

When Iris returned, Fish was sitting on the log beside the fire. 

“I have sat here often and it always makes me feel better Iris,” said Fish. “I
am so mixed up. I thought I had recovered from my bipolar symptoms but
I think they have come back.”
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“What happened to make them come back Fish?” asked Iris.

“Well, when I started school this fall, I was in classes with a lot of new kids. They seemed nice and I
started to hang out with them. But certain things they said and ways they acted upset me,” stated Fish. 

“What did they do Fish?” asked Iris gently.

“They didn’t seem very understanding of kids that are different. And then one day I heard the group
making fun of a kid who has attention deficit disorder.  I realized that if they knew I had bipolar, they
would treat me different or even not want to be my friend. They had some really bad ideas about people
who have mental health disorders. I didn’t know what to do and I started to feel ashamed of myself, so I
decided to stop my medicine as I thought I was weak and I wanted to be like them,” cried Fish.

“That was not a good idea Fish. Bipolar disorder is caused by a chemical disorder and the medication
keeps your chemistry in your brain working the right way,” explained Iris.

“I realize that now Iris but I didn’t want the other kids to know that I have a mental health disorder,
because they would be mean to me and make fun of me. I was one of them and I have been doing well
for years,” stated Fish.

“Yes, but that is because your parents and teachers have made sure that you have had the best
treatment programs to help your recovery. It is like being on a journey of discovery. You have to be
always looking for tools or services that will allow you to reach your potential. You have to make wise
decisions about your mental health and wellness. You were on the right road but starting high school
has been difficult for you. You have made some wrong decisions about your mental health and gotten
off track again. But you can get back on the right road again Fish,” explained Fish.
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“But I think my parents were finding it hard too.  I heard them talking about me and
saying how the new teachers didn’t seem to understand about mental health disorders. And

I know my sisters felt uncomfortable talking about me to their friends,” stated Fish. 

“Everything seems to be messed up again.”

“Fish, what you are feeling 
is called self-stigma. You are taking the attitudes of the

group that you are hanging out with and thinking that they have the right ideas about mental
health disorders. But they do not. These children just don’t know or understand what the real
facts about mental health are. I think you should go home and get a good night sleep and come
back in the morning and I will explain self-stigma to you. There are ways we can solve this.” 
Iris assured Fish.

“But it is too late! I made a fool of myself today and now everyone knows I have a mental health
disorder,” cried Fish. I had a hockey game today and while I was playing, I started to have funny
thoughts again.  I wouldn’t get off the ice. I thought I was invincible and could score a thousand
goals. They had to drag me off the ice. I am so embarrassed. I don’t want to play hockey anymore
either. I just want to hide from everyone.”

Iris knew Fish was displaying some of the symptoms of bipolar disorder again because of the stress
of the new school and trying to make friends and then he had gone off his medication. She knew
Fish needed to get his support team working with him again. He and his parents and sisters needed
to talk with professionals to understand how the transition had affected Fish and his family. 
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“Fish, you must not be ashamed. You know bipolar disorder is not your fault or your parents fault. It
is a chemical disorder that makes your brain not work as it should. But you know it is treatable. You
and your family got the right treatment when you were younger and you were able to do well in
school and sports. You can do it again. And now that you are older, you can even help others to
understand about mental health,” urged Iris.

“How do I do that Iris? I don’t ever want 
to see the kids at my school again,” cried Fish.

“You first have to go home and tell your parents what happened today and how you feel. They will
get you the treatment you need right away. But I also have an idea how we can solve the stigma of
your school mates and even the community to change their attitudes towards people with mental
health disorders.”

“I am so tired Iris,” said Fish. “I hope your idea will help me.”

“I am going to pull your kayak home and then you are going to talk to your parents. When you are
feeling better, come back to the Riverbank to hear my idea,” said Iris gently. 

“We will help you Fish.”

“Thanks Iris for always 
being here for me,” said Fish.
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W I N  T E R

ris didn’t see Fish for several weeks but she knew he was getting better. His parents had
immediately got his doctors and the local children’s mental health team involved and he

was taking his medication and slowly beginning to feel better – like his old self again.

One cold crisp day, Fish skated up the frozen river to see Iris. Iris and Ottie, Freddy Fox and
several of the other Riverbank animals were out on the ice doing some shooting practice. 

“Hey Fish, do you want to join us?” shouted Ottie. “I have really improved since we played last.” 

“Sure Ottie, lets see if you can get the puck past me,” laughed Fish. 

“No promblemo, my friend,” said Ottie. “Watch this move.”
Ottie fell onto his tummy and swished under Fish’s legs holding the puck in his paw.

“Ha Ha, did you see that Fish? I got past you,” giggled Ottie.

“Well, that is not the way I play hockey but these are your rules so that was a great move Ottie,” 
laughed Fish.

“Time for a hot chocolate break,” said Iris. “We have the pot boiling on the fire. How are you Fish?”

I
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“I am feeling much better Iris. But I still feel ashamed and I don’t want to go back to school. My
parents are upset still as the whole town heard about my behaviour at the hockey game so we just don’t
talk about it,” said Fish.

“But that is difficult, isn’t it Fish?” said Iris 

“It is important that we are able to talk about what has happened to us and get the advice from others
who have the same problems. By doing this, we are able to understand what we have and how to get
better. But to pretend nothing is wrong, only makes you feel worse.”

“You seem to understand how I feel Iris. How do I get others to understand what my life is like with
bipolar disorder?” Most of the time I am fine and can do all the things other kids can do. I know now I
just have to keep to a routine that works for me,” acknowledged Fish.

“Well, I think you should come back tomorrow to the Riverbank and we will hold a
meeting with all the Riverbank animals and talk about ways to overcome the stigma
that your schoolmates have about mental health disorders. If we can change their
attitudes, then your negative thoughts about yourself and your family’s
embarrassment will also be reduced.  The Riverbank animals are very smart and they
can share some of their ideas with you and suggest some solutions,” advised Iris.

“I would like that Iris. I would like to be able to actually talk about how I feel and
not hide what has happened to me,” agreed Fish. 

“I should not feel guilty for who I am.”
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Early next morning, Fish arrived at the Riverbank. Iris had invited some of the animals for coffee and
donuts and to give their suggestions to Fish.

Madeleine Frog started the meeting by saying that she knew what self-stigma was as she felt that a lot
of people didn’t like green reptiles. People thought that all green reptiles were scary and ugly. She
began to think that she must be bad and ugly. It wasn’t until she came to the Riverbank that she
realized she was actually quite nice and pretty because everyone here said she was and there were
other green reptiles here too including Iris. And Iris was a wise magical dragon so she couldn’t be bad.

“So what you need to do Fish 
is change how people think of you,” said Madeleine.

“How do I do that Madeleine?” asked Fish.

Well, when I first came to the Riverbank, Iris knew how I felt so she asked me to speak 
at our monthly meeting to the other Riverbank Animals about what I was feeling. After I 
spoke, I was amazed at how much more understanding and supportive everyone was of me. 
Once they understood a little about me, they could see  my strengths and not just my weaknesses.
They could look past my green skin and funny looks,” said Madeleine. “I had to learn how to
communicate how I was feeling to my new friends.”
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“I have an idea,” said Iris. “I know that some school districts have started a program where they ask
kids like yourself to be advocates for mental health and wellness to your peers. They have a training
program where they teach you how to address groups. It is a team approach with a special ed teacher,
a mental health professional and a teen advocate (like yourself) and a family member or a friend. The
TEAM goes and speaks to schools and other groups about mental health and mental health
challenges. It is a very successful program and it is helping to change the views of your peers and the
community on mental health. They called it the “Walk in Our Shoes” program. In addition, the
program addresses self stigma and family stigma.

So Fish agreed to enroll in this program and gradually he got the confidence to start speaking out
about mental health and tell his story. His first talk with his TEAM was at his school to his
classmates. He was nervous but had had a lot of good coaching from his TEAM and advice from Iris
too. He was well prepared. The talk would start with the mental health professional describing what
mental health was and then describing what happens when ones mental health is affected.  Many
things can contribute to a mental health illness and it can happen to anyone. Then Fish would talk
about his personal experiences and then either a family member or friend would talk about their
relationship with Fish and how his mental health challenge affected them and how by understanding
Fish’s challenges they were able to find positive ways to help him recover. This approach enabled the
audience to understand that mental health challenges are treatable and that recovery is possible with
the support of the entire community.

After Fish’s presentation, his classmates asked many questions and it showed that they were beginning
to understand about mental health and that Fish was the same as them. They all had troubles and
worries too and it was OK to talk about these things. Talking about our mental health is good. Fish
felt better too, as now he didn’t need to keep it a secret anymore. His friends could accept him for
who he was and not define him by his mental health challenge.

D_He Shoots_Text.qxd  3/15/10  3:51 PM  Page 29



Over the next few months, Fish and his TEAM were asked to speak at other schools and his self
respect and confidence increased.

One day, after Fish had given a talk to the local elementary school in town, he decided to drop in and
visit Iris. It was a lovely winter’s day and Iris had been out snowshoeing around the lake.

“Hi Iris,” “I have been thinking,”
said Fish, as he sat down on the log outside Iris’s cave.

“What have you been thinking Mr. Fish?” asked Iris.

“Well, I told you that I made a fool of myself last fall at a hockey game because of my disorder. I
never wanted to play hockey again because I was so ashamed of the way I acted.  But I think, I would
like to play for the team again. What do you think Iris?” said Fish.

“Well, I think that is a very good decision. You are an excellent hockey player and your friends and
the whole community know why you acted the way you did. As a team member of the “Walk in Our
Shoes Program,” you enabled them to understand what caused your behaviour but that with the
proper treatment and support programs youths can recover and accomplish many things,” explained
Iris. Mental health is important to everyone and we must focus on doing everything we can to stay
mentally healthy.

“Then I guess I will ask if I can join the team again Iris.

I love hockey and being with my friends.”
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“If you need to practice, you can come out to our practice tonight.”

“I think I will Iris,” smiled Fish. “Riverbank hockey is so much fun.”

“We will have a good turn out tonight as most of
the Riverbank animals can play.  I will see you later. I am going to
get the hockey equipment and the nets.”

Fish arrived right after school with his equipment. “Are you ready
for a good workout? We take our pond hockey very seriously,” said Iris.

“Sure Iris, But I think you have the advantage with those wings of yours and
look at the size of your skates. 

They are humongous.”
“Yes, but we are letting you have Ottie on your team and he has some pretty amazing moves too,”
said Iris

So Fish played all afternoon with Iris and the Riverbank animals. Finally as the sun set,
Fish said “ I have my first game tomorrow and I am a little nervous but not ashamed
of my disorder. You guys have helped me understand that my self stigma was because I
listened to people who did not understand the real facts about mental health and mental
health challenges. Their attitudes made me feel embarrassed and ashamed that I have
bipolar. But we have changed their ideas and now they are very supportive. I have some
good friends now and I can talk to them. Even my teachers and other people in the
community that know me are more supportive and understanding. 

Thanks Iris!”
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“You did it Fish. You were brave enough to stand up and speak out and you have changed the way
people think of mental health challenges. Now you enjoy yourself tomorrow and score a few goals for
us,” waved Iris

Next day Fish arrived at the hockey arena all ready to play hockey. His team was excited to have him
back and they understood and respected what he had done to get better and to become  a
spokesperson for mental health. 

But when Fish got on the ice, a loud voice in the bleachers roared. 

“Get that crazy kid off the ice.” 
Fish was so shaken and upset that he didn’t know what to do. He hung his head and started to skate
off the ice but he was stopped by his friend Joey. 

“Stay where you are. We will show ignorant people that they can’t talk to one of our teammates like
that,”” said Joey, as all Fish’s team came off the bench and made a circle around him. Then Joey
shouted, 

“Fish is our teammate and friend, 
if he goes we all go.”

There was a hush in the crowd but then one heard a clap and then another and then the claps rose
into a loud applause. 

“Let’s play hockey,” roared the crowd.
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The game resumed, Fish felt so much better. He felt confident that he could continue to recover from
his mental health challenge as now he had the support of his family, friends and the community. 

In the middle of the third period with the score tied at 0-0, Fish received a pass and streaked to the
net. Taking a big wind up he shot the puck right though the goalie’s legs. A great cheer went up from
the crowd.

“Whow, Iris, did you see that,”  

shouted Ottie who was standing with Iris 
at the entrance to the arena.

“He Shoots -
He Scores,”
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t was a lovely spring morning on the river. Iris was dozing outside her cave under
the bridge when all of a sudden her hat was swept right off her head. 

“What happened?”said Iris jumping up. 

“Where is my hat?”
Just then Iris heard a loud laugh above her on the bridge and looking up she saw Fish with her hat on
the end of his fishing rod.

“I caught your hat Iris,” laughed Fish.

“You certainly did Fish. Come on down and tell me all your news,” 
smiled Iris.

IS P R  I N G
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Fish came down and handed Iris her hat. “Well, I had a good winter and spring after all,” said Fish.”
My hockey season went well. We won our division and I have made many new friends. But the best
thing is I can now talk about my bipolar disorder and not feel ashamed of myself. Learning to speak
about what I have but in a positive way, so people get to know me and realize that I am like them,
makes me feel like I am accepted. I don’t feel like an outcast now and know that I can still achieve
most of the things I want to do with my life. And you know what Iris? Other people want to be part
of our program. My hockey coach asked me the other day if he could be involved in the Walk in Our 
Shoes Program and he also said that he has friend that is a famous NHL player who would 
be happy to make a guest appearance with my group next year. 

Isn’t that fantastic?

“You have learned so much Fish. 
You have found the right paths to take on your road of recovery. You have learned
that you must not believe things that you know are not true and that stigma is 
when people have the wrong information about mental health and this gives it a 
bad name. We all need to be taking care of our mental health and we all need to 
make our communities caring communities. 
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When we achieve this, we will all be healthier 
and happier. 

You are a leader Fish,”
concluded Iris.
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E p i l o g u e :  
Darcy Santor, PhD, C. Psych. 
Senior Scientist, The Provincial Centre of Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health at CHEO 
Professor, Psychology. University of Ottawa

This is a story about a young person dealing with bipolar illness and the profound impact of the people
around him – both those who can make dealing with mental illness more difficult as well as those who can
make it easier. 

In the story He Shoots! He Scores! we meet Fish, who is about to start high school and is worried about all
of the changes this new phase of his life will bring.  Fish worries that his teachers may not understand the
type of mental illness he has and may not like him because of it.  He also worries about what other students
will think of him at school.  Early on in the story, we learn that Fish was first diagnosed with bipolar
disorder when he was about nine years old. With treatment from his doctors and support from his family and
friends, he was able to recover from this first episode of symptoms and resume enjoying life.  

Despite all the things he learned over the years on how to stay healthy, Fish experiences a return of
symptoms.  Iris finds Fish alone in a boat, on the river near the rapids, where only Ottie, his friend the otter,
should venture. In this scene, Fish is irritable with Iris and tells her he is worried, sad and not sure what he is
doing.  Here, Fish starts to experience a return of symptoms commonly experienced by people with bipolar
disorder, such as uncharacteristically strong feelings, irritability and sadness, poor judgement and confusion,
as well as a grandiose belief in his own abilities, such as when later believed he was invincible and could
score a thousand goals.

Bipolar illness is one of the most debilitating mental illnesses both in terms of its symptoms as well as its
chronic nature.  Bipolar illness, formerly called manic-depressive illness, is a disorder that causes unusual
shifts in a person’s mood, energy, and ability to function.  According to diagnostic manuals, symptoms of
bipolar disorder can include (a) overly euphoric or irritable moods, that can change rapidly over the course of
a few days, or even within a single day, (b) periods of sustained, high levels of energy, (c) impaired judgment,
impulsivity, racing thoughts, and pressure to keep talking, (d) dare-devil behaviors and even explosive and
often destructive rages, (e) a grandiose belief in own abilities that often defy logic and good judgment, (f)
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frequent cravings, for certain foods and substances, and (g) excessive involvement in multiple projects and
activities, as well as (h) periods of depressed moods, withdrawal, hopelessness, and self-denigration and guilt.  

The symptoms of bipolar disorder are frequently severe. They can result in damaged relationships, poor
school performance, and even suicide. Children and adolescents with bipolar illness can experience frequent
and fast mood swings between depression and mania many times within a day. However, children and young
adolescents with mania are more likely to be irritable and experience aggressive tantrums than to be euphoric
and elated. Bipolar disorder in children and adolescents can however be hard to tell apart from other types of
mental illness that may also occur in childhood and adolescence.  Irritability and aggressiveness can be an
indicator of bipolar disorder, but they also can be symptoms of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder,
conduct disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, or other types of mental disorders, including depression. This
underscores the importance of consulting highly trained health professionals when diagnosing the presence or
absence of mental illnesses, such as bipolar disorder. 

Like many people dealing with mental illness, Fish experienced a return of symptoms even after recovering
from an initial episode.  Several factors may have contributed to his relapse of symptoms. Fish had stopped
his medication as a result of wanting to be more like the others. But he had also experienced an increase in
stress from multiple sources, including the stress associated with his transition to school, the stress associated
with the negative actions of others, as well as the stress that he himself created in worry about what others
would think. It is impossible to say what the exact cause of this relapse was. Many people dealing with
illnesses such as bipolar illness may experience a return of symptoms even in the absence of stress and
adversity, even when on their medication. However it is well known that stress from both outside and from
within are important risk factors that need to be managed carefully and that medication can reduce the
impact of stress on bipolar symptoms.

We also learn about stigma in this book.  Fish tells Iris how he overheard students at school making fun of
someone with ADHD, a different type of mental illness. Hearing this, Fish became worried that others would
find out and make fun of him. He started to feel bad about himself and stopped taking his medication, so
that he would seem more like the others.  Stigma can take many forms and can be caused in many ways, by
an individual, group or institution.  The Provincial Centre of Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health
at CHEO defines mental health stigma as “labelling or discriminating against an individual or group of
individuals on the basis of real or believed mental health difficulties.  What happens to Fish, when he
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witnesses the other students making fun of someone with ADHD is a good example of self-stigma. He adopts
a negative attitude about his own mental illness to his own detriment and harm. It is at this point that Fish
stops taking his medication.  However, Fish also experiences stigma from others at the hockey arena, when he
is belittled by someone in the crowd who calls him “crazy.” Stigma affects most people who have mental
illness in some way, and as we saw with Fish can play a negative role in onset of symptoms. 

Despite all of the difficulties that will be encountered in learning to deal with mental illness, like bipolar
illness, Fish does learn, again, how to overcome all of these difficulties and lead an enjoyable and meaningful
life.  He learns about the importance of following his doctors’ treatment plan and about the importance of
the support he gains from his community of friends.  It is Iris who provides Fish with the opportunity to talk
about his worries and concerns, and it is through Madeleine Frog that he learns about self-stigma and that he
is not alone in how he feels.  Lastly, it was Joey, who stood by his friend, Fish, when everyone was against
him.  What Joey does at the hockey arena to help Fish is courageous.  It is what each of us should be able to
do for our friends who deal with stigma, or any other form of discrimination. 
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