Resilient: Surviving My Mental Illness:
Thematic Definitions

by Liz Grace
Introduction

The following thematic definitions are used throughout these educational materials to
highlight key ideas explored in Resilient: Surviving My Mental Illness by Liz Grace. Each
theme reflects important emotional, clinical, and systemic dimensions of the memoir and
provides a framework for connecting personal experiences to broader discussions in mental
health, disability, trauma, and recovery. These definitions are intended to guide classroom
discussions, critical reflection, and assignments, supporting students in developing a
deeper understanding of lived experience within professional practice.

Voice, Silence & Communication

This theme explores the challenges of expressing distress, whether due to lacking the right
words or being perceived as “too articulate” to be considered unwell. It examines creative
expression, such as journaling and writing, as vital forms of advocacy and survival,
particularly when systemic or disability-related communication barriers exist.

Lived Experience & Clinical Practice

This theme examines lived experience as a form of expertise equal to, but distinct from,
academic and clinical knowledge. It explores the complexities of becoming a clinician
after survivingillness, as well as navigating ongoing mental health challenges while
practicing professionally. It highlights the tension between therapeutic authority and
personal vulnerability, and the ways professional identity and lived experience must
coexist in spaces that often expect detachment or perfection.

Empathy, Misinterpretation, & Emotional Presence

This theme explores the disconnect between clinical assumptions and the actual lived
experiences of patients. It examines how individuals may be misinterpreted, overlooked, or
pathologized when their suffering does not conform to expected patterns. It highlights the
role of emotional presence—being willing to sit with discomfort without rushing to fix or
categorize—as a critical, often underdeveloped skill in clinical practice.
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Stigma, Diagnosis & Identity

This theme explores how psychiatric diagnoses can both validate experiences and
contribute to stigma, shaping how individuals see themselves and are seen by others. It
examines the internalization of labels, the impact of being perceived as “sick enough” or
“too well” to deserve care, and the struggle to build an identity that exists beyond medical
categorization. It highlights the profound ways language and labels can influence self-
worth, access to support, and pathways to recovery.

Systemic Barriers & Continuity of Care

This theme explores how gaps within mental health systems—such as poor discharge
planning, lack of trauma-informed support, and fragmented community services—
undermine the recovery process. It examines the consequences of treating crisis as an
isolated event rather than part of a long-term healing journey, and highlights how systemic
failures can retraumatize individuals, especially those already navigating multiple
vulnerabilities such as disability or communication barriers.

Isolation, Support & Recovery

This theme explores the non-linear, often invisible nature of recovery, where external
appearances of stability may mask ongoing internal struggles. It examines how meaningful
peer support and authentic relationships can serve as critical anchors in the recovery
process, offering moments of connection that contrast sharply with experiences of being
managed, dismissed, or unseen within formal systems. Recovery here is framed notas a
return to a former state, but as an ongoing negotiation of meaning, connection, and
survival.

Coping, Control & Mental Survival

This theme explores the survival strategies individuals develop to navigate overwhelming
internal experiences, including masking, emotional numbing, and dissociation. It examines
how these coping mechanisms, while often misunderstood as avoidance or
noncompliance, are adaptive responses to environments that demand functionality
without accommodating suffering. It highlights the internal conflict between appearing
"fine" outwardly and struggling intensely beneath the surface, and the profound emotional
labor involved in maintaining that fragile control.

Disability & Dual Identity (Hearing Loss + Mental Health)
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This theme explores the complex experience of navigating both a physical disability and a
psychiatric diagnosis, and the ways these identities intersect, amplify stigma, and shape
access to care. It examines the emotional and systemic challenges of living with both
visible and invisible conditions, such as communication barriers in psychiatric care and
assumptions about competence or credibility. It also highlights the internal negotiation
between pride, grief, and survival when moving through spaces that often fail to fully
accommodate or understand dual identities. Although this theme focuses specifically on
hearing loss and mental health, it invites broader reflection on how intersecting identities
such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, and culture further complicate experiences
of care, stigma, and recovery.

About the Author

Liz Grace (pen name of Lisa Crowder) is an occupational therapist with lived experience of
severe mentalillness. Her work has been recognized as a finalist for the 2024 Ontario
Legislative Assembly Speaker’s Book Award. Her memoir is now used in mental health
education initiatives to promote trauma-informed, recovery-oriented perspectives.

For additional teaching tools, visit: www.lizgraceauthor.com
For contact or speaking engagements: lizgraceauthor@gmail.com
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