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Mental Health Dictionary 
 

AB 3632 
A law regarding interagency collaboration for some services. AB3632 is Chapter 26.5 of the 
California Government Code. 
Anorexia nervosa  
Anorexia nervosa is an eating disorder characterized by unusual eating habits such as avoiding 
food and meals, picking out a few foods and eating them in small amounts, weighing food, 
and counting the calories of all foods. Individuals with anorexia nervosa may also exercise 
excessively. 
Anxiety Disorders  
Anxiety disorders range from feelings of uneasiness to immobilizing bouts of terror. Most 
people experience anxiety at some point in their lives and some nervousness in anticipation of 
a real situation. However, if a person cannot shake unwarranted worries, or if the feelings are 
jarring to the point of avoiding everyday activities, he or she most likely has an anxiety disorder. 
Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)    
Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, sometimes called ADHD, is a chronic condition and the 
most commonly diagnosed behavioral disorder among children and adolescents. It affects 
between 3 and 5 percent of school-aged children in a 6-month period (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 1999). Children and adolescents with attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder have difficulty controlling their behavior in school and social 
settings. They also tend to be accident-prone. Although some of these young people may not 
earn high grades in school, most have normal or above-normal intelligence. 
Autism  
Autism, also called autistic disorder, is a complex developmental disability that appears in early 
childhood, usually before age 3. Autism prevents children and adolescents from interacting 
normally with other people and affects almost every aspect of their social and psychological 
development. 
Behavioral Therapy 
As the name implies, behavioral therapy focuses on behavior-changing unwanted behaviors 
through rewards, reinforcements, and desensitization. Desensitization, or Exposure Therapy, is 
a process of confronting something that arouses anxiety, discomfort, or fear and overcoming 
the unwanted responses. Behavioral therapy often involves the cooperation of others, 
especially family and close friends, to reinforce a desired behavior.  
Binge-eating disorder  
Binge-eating is an eating disorder characterized by frequent episodes of compulsive 
overeating, but unlike bulimia, the eating is not followed by purging. During food binges, 
individuals with this disorder often eat alone and very quickly, regardless of whether they feel 
hungry or full. 
Biofeedback  
Biofeedback is learning to control muscle tension and "involuntary" body functioning, such as 
heart rate and skin temperature; it can be a path to mastering one's fears. It is used in 
combination with, or as an alternative to, medication to treat disorders such as anxiety, panic, 
and phobias. 
Biomedical Treatment 
Medication alone, or in combination with psychotherapy, has proven to be an effective 
treatment for a number of emotional, behavioral, and mental disorders. Any treatment 
involving medicine is a biomedical treatment. The kind of medication a psychiatrist prescribes 
varies with the disorder and the individual being treated. 
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Bipolar Disorder   
Extreme mood swings punctuated by periods of generally even-keeled behavior characterize 
this disorder. Bipolar disorder tends to run in families. This disorder typically begins in the mid-
twenties and continues throughout life. Without treatment, people who have bipolar disorder 
often go through devastating life events such as marital breakups, job loss, substance abuse, 
and suicide. 
Borderline Personality Disorder 
Symptoms of borderline personality disorder, a serious mental illness, include pervasive 
instability in moods, interpersonal relationships, self-image, and behavior. The instability can 
affect family and work life, long-term planning, and the individual's sense of self-identity. 
Bulimia nervosa   
Bulimia nervosa is an eating disorder characterized by excessive eating. People who have 
bulimia will eat an excessive amount of food in a single episode and almost immediately make 
themselves vomit or use laxatives or diuretics (water pills) to get rid of the food in their bodies. 
This behavior often is referred to as the "binge/purge" cycle. Like people with anorexia, people 
with bulimia have an intense fear of gaining weight. 
CAC 
Appointed by and functions in an advisory capacity to the governing board of the Local Plan 
Area. Composed of parents of special needs children, parents of pupils, school personnel, and 
representatives of other public or private agencies. 
CIRT 
Crisis Intervention Response Team (see Mobile Treatment Team) 
Case manager 
an individual who organizes and coordinates services and supports for children with mental 
health problems and their families. (Alternate terms: service coordinator, advocate, and 
facilitator.) 
Child protective services  
An agency designed to safeguard the child when abuse, neglect, or abandonment is 
suspected, or when there is no family to take care of the child. Examples of help delivered in 
the home include financial assistance, vocational training, homemaker services, and daycare. If 
in-home supports are insufficient, the child may be removed from the home on a temporary or 
permanent basis. Ideally, the goal is to keep the child with the family whenever possible. 
Clinical Psychologist   
A clinical psychologist is a professional with a doctoral degree in psychology who specializes in 
therapy. 
Clinical Social Worker  Clinical social workers are health professionals trained in client-centered 
advocacy that assist clients with information, referral, and direct help in dealing with local, 
State, or Federal government agencies. As a result, they often serve as case managers to help 
people "navigate the system." Clinical social workers cannot write prescriptions. 
Cognitive Therapy 
Cognitive therapy aims to identify and correct distorted thinking patterns that can lead to 
feelings and behaviors that may be troublesome, self-defeating, or even self-destructive. The 
goal is to replace such thinking with a more balanced view that, in turn, leads to more fulfilling 
and productive behavior. 
Cognitive/Behavioral Therapy 
A combination of cognitive and behavioral therapies, this approach helps people change 
negative thought patterns, beliefs, and behaviors so they can manage symptoms and enjoy 
more productive, less stressful lives. 
Collateral Services 
Services that include contacts with significant others involved in the client's/patient's life for the 
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purpose of discussing the client's/patient's emotional or behavioral problems or the collateral's 
relationship with the client/patient. 
Community Services  
Services that are provided in a community setting. Community services refer to all services not 
provided in an inpatient setting. 
Conduct Disorders 
Children with conduct disorder repeatedly violate the personal or property rights of others and 
the basic expectations of society. A diagnosis of conduct disorder is likely when these 
symptoms continue for 6 months or longer. Conduct disorder is known as a "disruptive 
behavior disorder" because of its impact on children and their families, neighbors, and schools. 
Continuum of care 
a term that implies a progression of services that a child moves through, usually one service at 
a time. More recently, it has come to mean comprehensive services. Coordinated services 
Child-serving organizations talk with the family and agree upon a plan of care that meets the 
child's needs. These organizations can include mental health, education, juvenile justice, and 
child welfare. Case management is necessary to coordinate services. 
Crisis residential treatment services 
Short-term, round-the-clock help provided in a nonhospital setting during a crisis. For example, 
when a child becomes aggressive and uncontrollable, despite in-home supports, a parent can 
temporarily place the child in a crisis residential treatment service. The purposes of this care are 
to avoid inpatient hospitalization, help stabilize the child, and determine the next appropriate 
step. 
Cultural competence 
Help that is sensitive and responsive to cultural differences. Caregivers are aware of the impact 
of culture and possess skills to help provide services that respond appropriately to a person's 
unique cultural differences, including race and ethnicity, national origin, religion, age, gender, 
sexual orientation, or physical disability. They also adapt their skills to fit a family's values and 
customs. 
DSM-IV (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition)  
an official manual of mental health problems developed by the American Psychiatric 
Association. Psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers, and other health and mental health 
care providers use this reference book to understand and diagnose mental health problems. 
Insurance companies and health care providers also use the terms and explanations in this 
book when discussing mental health problems. 
Day treatment 
Day treatment includes special education, counseling, parent training, vocational training, skill 
building, crisis intervention, and recreational therapy. It lasts at least 4 hours a day. Day 
treatment programs work in conjunction with mental health, recreation, and education 
organizations and may even be provided by them. 
Deductible 
the amount an individual must pay for health care expenses before insurance (or a self-insured 
company) begins to pay its contract share. Often insurance plans are based on yearly 
deductible amounts. 
Delusions  
Delusions are bizarre thoughts that have no basis in reality. 
Dementia  
Dementia is a problem in the brain that makes it hard for a person to remember, learn and 
communicate; eventually is becomes difficult for a person to take care of himself or herself. This 
disorder can also affect a person's mood and personality. 
Depression   
Depression is a mood disorder characterized by intense feelings of sadness that persist beyond 
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a few weeks. Two neurotransmitters-natural substances that allow brain cells to communicate 
with one another-are implicated in depression: serotonin and norepinephrine. 
Diagnostic Evaluation  
 The aims of a general psychiatric evaluation are 1) to establish a psychiatric diagnosis, 2) to 
collect data sufficient to permit a case formulation, and 3) to develop an initial treatment plan, 
with particular consideration of any immediate interventions that may be needed to ensure 
the patient's safety, or, if the evaluation is a reassessment of a patient in long-term treatment, to 
revise the plan of treatment in accord with new perspectives gained from the evaluation. 
Discharge 
a discharge is the formal termination of service, generally when treatment has been completed 
or through administrative authority. 
Drop-in Center   
A social club offering peer support and flexible schedule of activities: may operate on evenings 
and/ weekends. 
Dually Diagnosed   
A person who has both an alcohol or drug problem and an emotional/psychiatric problem is 
said to have a dual diagnosis. 
Due Process 
All procedural safeguards of federal special education law, and related regulations. 
Electroconvulsive Therapy 
Also known as ECT, this highly controversial technique uses low voltage electrical stimulation of 
the brain to treat some forms of major depression, acute mania, and some forms of 
schizophrenia. This potentially life-saving technique is considered only when other therapies 
have failed, when a person is seriously medically ill and/or unable to take medication, or when 
a person is very likely to commit suicide. Substantial improvements in the equipment, dosing 
guidelines, and anesthesia have significantly reduced the possibility of side effects. 
Family-centered services  
Help designed to meet the specific needs of each individual child and family. Children and 
families should not be expected to fit into services that do not meet their needs. 
Gatekeeper 
Primary care physician or local agency responsible for coordinating and managing the health 
care needs of members. Generally, in order for specialty services such as mental health and 
hospital care to be covered, the gatekeeper must first approve the referral. 
Group Therapy 
This form of therapy involves groups of usually 4 to 12 people who have similar problems and 
who meet regularly with a therapist. The therapist uses the emotional interactions of the 
group's members to help them get relief from distress and possibly modify their behavior. 
HAT (Home Access Team) 
A service that sends a Parent Partner into the home to work with the parents on behavioral 
strategies for their identified child. Acquired through VCBH, private pay therapists, and fee for 
service. 
Hallucinations 
Hallucinations are experiences of sensations that have no source. Some examples of 
hallucinations include hearing nonexistent voices, seeing nonexistent things, and experiencing 
burning or pain sensations with no physical cause. 
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA)  
This 1996 act provides protections for consumers in group health insurance plans. HIPAA 
prevents health plans from excluding health coverage of pre-existing conditions and 
discriminating on the basis of health status. 
IEP 
Individualized Education Plan 
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Independent living services  
Support for a young person living on his or her own. These services include therapeutic group 
homes, supervised apartment living, and job placement. Services teach youth how to handle 
financial, medical, housing, transportation, and other daily living needs, as well as how to get 
along with others. 
Individualized services  
Services designed to meet the unique needs of each child and family. Services are 
individualized when the caregivers pay attention to the needs and strengths, ages, and stages 
of development of the child and individual family members.  
Individual Therapy   
Therapy tailored for a patient/client that is administered one-on-one. 
Information and Referral Services 
Information services are those designed to impart information on the availability of clinical 
resources and how to access them. Referral services are those that direct, guide, or a 
client/patient with appropriate services provided outside of your organization. 
In Home Family Services 
mental health treatment and support services offered to children and adolescents with mental 
illness and to their family members in their own homes or apartments. 
Inpatient hospitalization  
Mental health treatment provided in a hospital setting 24 hours a day. Inpatient hospitalization 
provides: (1) short-term treatment in cases where a child is in crisis and possibly a danger to 
his/herself or others, and (2) diagnosis and treatment when the patient cannot be evaluated 
or treated appropriately in an outpatient setting. 
Intake/ Screening 
Services designed to briefly assess the type and degree of a client's/patient's mental health 
condition to determine whether services are needed and to link him/her to the most 
appropriate and available service. Services may include interviews, psychological testing, 
physical examinations including speech/hearing, and laboratory studies. 
Intensive case management  
Intensive community services for individuals with severe and persistent mental illness that are 
designed to improve planning for their service needs. Services include outreach, evaluation, 
and support. 
Intensive Residential Services  
Intensively staffed housing arrangements for clients/patients. May include medical, 
psychosocial, vocational, recreational or other support services. 
Interpersonal Psychotherapy  
Through one-on-one conversations, this approach focuses on the patient's current life and 
relationships within the family, social, and work environments. The goal is to identify and 
resolve problems with insight, as well as build on strengths. 
Legal Advocacy  
Legal services provided to ensure the protection and maintenance of a client's/patient's rights. 
Length of Stay 
The duration of an episode of care for a covered person. The number of days an individual 
stays in a hospital or inpatient facility. 
Living Independently   
A client who lives in a private residence and requires no assistance in activities of daily living. 
Local Plans 
Each special education Local Plan Area (SELPA) develops a plan for delivery of programs and 
services to meet the educational needs of all eligible individuals with exceptional needs in the 
area.  
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Local Mental Health Authority  
Local organizational entity (usually with some statutory authority) that centrally maintains 
administrative, clinical, and fiscal authority for a geographically specific and organized system of 
health care. 
Mental health  
How a person thinks, feels, and acts when faced with life's situations. Mental health is how 
people look at themselves, their lives, and the other people in their lives; evaluate their 
challenges and problems; and explores choices. This includes handling stress, relating to other 
people, and making decisions. 
Mental Health Parity (Act)    
Mental health parity refers to providing the same insurance coverage for mental health 
treatment as that offered for medical and surgical treatments. The Mental Health Parity Act was 
passed in 1996 and established parity in lifetime benefit limits and annual limits. 
Mental health problems Mental health problems are real. They affect one's thoughts, body, 
feelings, and behavior. Mental health problems are not just a passing phase. They can be 
severe, seriously interfere with a person's life, and even cause a person to become disabled. 
Mental health problems include depression, bipolar disorder (manic-depressive illness), 
attention-deficit/ hyperactivity disorder, anxiety disorders, eating disorders, schizophrenia, and 
conduct disorder. 
Mental disorders  
Another term used for mental health problems. 
Mental illnesses  
This term is usually used to refer to severe mental health problems in adults. 
Mobile Treatment Team 
Provides assertive outreach, crisis intervention, and independent-living assistance with linkage 
to necessary support services in the client's/patient's own environment. This includes PACT, 
CTTP, CIRT, or other continuous treatment team programs. 
New Generation Medications   
Anti-psychotic medications which are new and atypical. 
Obsessive Compulsive Disorder  
Obsessive Compulsive Disorder is a chronic, relapsing illness. People who have it suffer from 
recurrent and unwanted thoughts or rituals. The obsessions and the need to perform rituals 
can take over a person's life if left untreated. They feel they cannot control these thoughts or 
rituals. 
OT 
Occupational Therapy 
Outcomes 
The results of a specific health care service or benefit package. 
Outcomes measure 
a tool to assess the impact of health services in terms of improved quality and/or longevity of 
life and functioning. 
PAC 
Parent Advisory Committee district level committees which provide to district administration on 
special education issues. Not all school districts have them. 
Panic Disorders  
People with panic disorder experience heart-pounding terror that strikes suddenly and without 
warning. Since they cannot predict when a panic attack will seize them, many people live in 
persistent worry that another one could overcome them at any moment. 
Paranoia and Paranoid Disorders  
Symptoms of paranoia include feelings of persecution and an exaggerated sense of self-
importance. The disorder is present in many mental disorders and it is rare as an isolated 
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mental illness. A person with paranoia can usually work and function in everyday life since the 
delusions involve only one area. However, their lives can be isolated and limited. 
Parent Partner 
A parent of a special needs child who has navigated the systems and is willing to work as a 
mentor, coach with other parents who are encountering the same issues.  
Phobias  
Phobias are irrational fears that lead people to altogether avoid specific things or situations that 
trigger intense anxiety. Phobias occur in several forms, for example, agoraphobia is the fear of 
being in any situation that might trigger a panic attack and from which escape might be 
difficult; social phobia is a fear of being extremely embarrassed in front of other people. 
Physician Assistant 
a physician assistant is a trained professional who provides health care services under the 
supervision of a licensed physician. 
Plan of care 
a treatment plan especially designed for each child and family, based on individual strengths 
and needs. The caregiver(s) develop(s) the plan with input from the family. The plan establishes 
goals and details appropriate treatment and services to meet the special needs of the child and 
family. 
Play Therapy 
Geared toward young children, play therapy uses a variety of activities-such as painting, 
puppets, and dioramas-to establish communication with the therapist and resolve problems. 
Play allows the child to express emotions and problems that would be too difficult to discuss 
with another person. 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)    
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder is an anxiety disorder that develops as a result of witnessing or 
experiencing a traumatic occurrence, especially life threatening events. PTSD can cause can 
interfere with a person's ability to hold a job or to develop intimate relationships with others. 
Practice guidelines 
systematically developed statements to standardize care and to assist in practitioner and patient 
decisions about the appropriate health care for specific circumstances. Practice guidelines are 
usually developed through a process that combines scientific evidence of effectiveness with 
expert opinion. Practice guidelines are also referred to as clinical criteria, protocols, algorithms, 
review criteria, and guidelines. 
Psychiatrist  
A psychiatrist is a professional who completed both medical school and training in psychiatry 
and is a specialist in diagnosing and treating mental illness. 
Psychoanalysis  
Psychoanalysis focuses on past conflicts as the underpinnings to current emotional and 
behavioral problems. In this long-term and intensive therapy, an individual meets with a 
psychoanalyst three to five times a week, using "free association" to explore unconscious 
motivations and earlier, unproductive patterns of resolving issues. 
Psychodynamic Psychotherapy 
Based on the principles of psychoanalysis, this therapy is less intense, tends to occur once or 
twice a week, and spans a shorter time. It is based on the premise that human behavior is 
determined by one's past experiences, genetic factors, and current situation. This approach 
recognizes the significant influence that emotions and unconscious motivation can have on 
human behavior. 
Psychosocial Rehabilitation   
Therapeutic activities or interventions provided individually or in groups that may include 
development and maintenance of daily and community-living skills, self-care, skills training 
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includes grooming, bodily care, feeding, social skills training, and development of basic 
language. 
PT 
Physical Therapy 
Residential Services 
Services provided over a 24-hour period or any portion of the day which a patient resided, on 
an on-going basis, in a State facility or other facility and received treatment. 
Residential treatment centers 
Facilities that provide treatment 24 hours a day and can usually serve more than 12 young 
people at a time. Children with serious emotional disturbances receive constant supervision 
and care. Treatment may include individual, group, and family therapy; behavior therapy; 
special education; recreation therapy; and medical services. Residential treatment is usually 
more long-term than inpatient hospitalization. Centers are also known as therapeutic group 
homes. 
Respite Residential Services  
Provision of periodic relief to the usual family members and friends who care for the 
clients/patients. 
Respite care 
a service that provides a break for parents who have a child with a serious emotional 
disturbance. Trained parents or counselors take care of the child for a brief period of time to 
give families relief from the strain of caring for the child. This type of care can be provided in 
the home or in another location. Some parents may need this help every week. 
RS 
 Resource Specialist  
Schizophrenia   
Schizophrenia is a mental disorder characterized by "positive" and "negative" symptoms. 
Psychotic, or positive, symptoms include delusions, hallucinations, and disordered thinking 
(apparent from a person's fragmented, disconnected and sometimes nonsensical speech). 
Negative symptoms include social withdrawal, extreme apathy, diminished motivation, and 
blunted emotional expression. 
School attendance 
Physical presence of a child in a school setting during scheduled class hours. "Regular" school 
attendance is attendance at least 75% of scheduled hours. 
School Based Services 
School-based treatment and support interventions designed to identify emotional disturbances 
and/or assist parents, teachers, and counselors in developing comprehensive strategies for 
addressing these disturbances. School-based services also include counseling or other school-
based programs for emotionally disturbed children, adolescents, and their families within the 
school, home and community environment. 
Seasonal affective disorder (SAD)  
Seasonal affective disorder (SAD) is a form of depression that appears related to fluctuations in 
the exposure to natural light. It usually strikes during autumn and often continues through the 
winter when natural light is reduced. Researchers have found that people who have SAD can 
be helped with the symptoms of their illness if they spend blocks of time bathed in light from a 
special full-spectrum light source, called a "light box." 
SED Serious emotional disturbances  
Diagnosable disorders in children and adolescents that severely disrupt their daily functioning 
in the home, school, or community. Serious emotional disturbances affect one in 10 young 
people. These disorders include depression, attention-deficit/hyperactivity, anxiety disorders, 
conduct disorder, and eating disorders. Pursuant to section 1912(c) of the Public Health 
Service Act "children with a serious emotional disturbance" are persons: (1) from birth up to 
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age 18 and (2) who currently have, or at any time during the last year, had a diagnosable 
mental, behavioral, or emotional disorder of sufficient duration to meet diagnostic criteria 
specified within DSM-III-R. Federal Register Volume 58 No. 96 published Thursday May 20, 
1993 pages 29422 through 29425. 
Serious Mental Illness   
Pursuant to section 1912(c) of the Public Health Service Act, adults with serious mental illness 
SMI are persons: (1) age 18 and over and (2) who currently have, or at any time during the 
past year had a diagnosable mental behavioral or emotional disorder of sufficient duration to 
meet diagnostic criteria specified within DSM-IV or their ICD-9-CM equivalent (and subsequent 
revisions) with the exception of DSM-IV "V" codes, substance use disorders, and developmental 
disorders, which are excluded, unless they co-occur with another diagnosable serious mental 
illness. (3) That has resulted in functional impairment, which substantially interferes with or 
limits one or more major life activities. Federal Register Volume 58 No. 96 published Thursday 
May 20, 1993 pages 29422 through 29425. 
Service  
A type of support or clinical intervention designed to address the specific mental health needs 
of a child and his or her family. A service could be provided only one time or repeated over a 
course of time, as determined by the child, family, and service provider. 
SLD 
Specific Learning Disability 
SSI 
Supplemental Social Security 
SST 
Student Study Team 
Substance Abuse  
Misuse of medications, alcohol or other illegal substances. 
Suicide  
Suicide is the 8th leading cause of death in the United States, claiming about 30,000 lives a 
year. Ninety percent of persons who commit suicide have depression or another diagnosable 
mental or substance abuse disorder. Suicide attempts are among the leading causes of hospital 
admissions in persons under 35. The highest suicide rates in the U.S. are found in white men 
over the age of 85. Suicide can be prevented. 
System of Care  
A system of care is a method of addressing children's mental health needs. It is developed on 
the premise that the mental health needs of children, adolescents, and their families can be 
met within their home, school, and community environments. These systems are also 
developed around the principles of being child-centered, family-driven, strength-based, and 
culturally competent and involving interagency collaboration. 
Therapeutic Foster Care  
A service which provides treatment for troubled children within private homes of trained 
families. The approach combines the normalizing influence of family-based care with 
specialized treatment interventions, thereby creating a therapeutic environment in the context 
of a nurturing family home. 
Unmet Needs  
Identified treatment needs of the people that are not being met as well as those receiving 
treatment that is inappropriate or not optimal. 
VCBH 
Ventura County Behavioral Health. 
Vocational Rehabilitation Services   
Services that include job finding/development, assessment and enhancement of work-related 
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skills, attitudes, and behaviors as well as provision of job experience to clients/patients. Includes 
transitional employment. 
Wraparound Services   
A unique set of community services and natural supports for a child/adolescent with serious 
emotional disturbances based on a definable planning process, individualized for the child and 
family to achieve a positive set of outcomes. 
 


