Having Purpose is Everything                                                                                 Sarah Inda’s Recovery Story (November, 2009)         
At the age of ten or eleven years old I remember having my first experience with some form of mental health treatment. Around the age of thirteen I was diagnosed as depressed and oppositional defiant. As punishment, I was forced to attend weekly therapy sessions. Within that year I was also urged to comply with my first round of psychiatric medications. Life sucked.

On a weekly basis I was badgered into divulging personal information about my “problems” to some lady I didn’t even really like, let alone trust. The medication I was told to take left me feeling like a zombie moving in slow motion. While I didn’t know much about that drug specifically, I knew that medicine, in general, was not supposed to make me feel worse. Neither form of “treatment” was helping me to feel any better, but it continued because the grown-ups in my life claimed to see “such a difference”.  Translation: My being sedated made it easier for others to deal with me. So I began to view treatment not as something helpful for me, but as a courtesy measure to those who had to endure my presence in this world.

Shortly after getting connected with mental health services I was removed from my home as a result of abuse and became a ward of the foster care system. At the decision of a court referee, the contact I was permitted to have with my family was limited to none. This happened after my parents were both diagnosed with their own mental illnesses and deemed to be “unstable.” The message that this conveyed was that people with mental illnesses are unable to be parents.

When attempting to comfort me, many professionals explained that my Mom and Dad hurt me because they were sick and couldn’t control themselves. To me this thought made things even worse! Here they were telling me about all of the things sick people couldn’t do, blaming the negative behavior of my parents on their illnesses and then also telling me that I was sick. I’d always dreamed of someday becoming a Mom and hearing this made that seem impossible. 

Those negative experiences led me toward an understanding of what life with a mental illness was going to be like.  The outlook I developed as a result was far from positive. I had no reason to buy in to treatment, had very little hope, and the understanding of recovery that I am now blessed with would not emerge until far later. The messages I received led me to develop the belief that people living with mental illness were not capable of controlling their behavior or their lives.

THIS BELIEF WAS WRONG!

Today I am a 23 year old Certified Peer Support Specialist and I am living a fulfilling life in recovery … and no, I am not being sarcastic! Recovery to me is about having the kind of life that I want! My life is not limited by a diagnosis. I receive mental health services that fit my needs because I’ve learned that treatment is not about what makes things easier for those around me - but about what can be done to make my life better. I can’t even tell you what my diagnosis is anymore because in my opinion it doesn’t matter. I am not the label that some stranger assigns. I am a person with dreams, hopes, and goals.

One of my biggest goals is to share what I’ve learned in a way that will help other young people who have been diagnosed with mental illness. Through Project YES (Youth Eliminating Stigma) it is my hope that young people and their supporters can come together and create change through the following:
· Providing Education

·  To mental health professionals, letting them know what our needs are so that they can better serve us;;
· To other young people, conveying the concept of recovery;
· To our communities, combating stigma and labels assigned to those experiencing mental illness.
· Advocacy

· Speaking up for ourselves and others! We have voices and deserve to be heard as the experts on our own lives;
· Peer Support

·  Letting other young people know that they are not alone

For more information about Project YES, contact Sarah Inda at (248) 636-5707 or sarah.inda@gmail.com.
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