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WHO WE ARE                                   

Maureen Underwood Susan Tellone



WHAT WE’LL COVER

THE CURRENT STATE OF THE WORLD & HOW IT AFFECTS YOU/ YOUR 
STUDENTS

SUICIDE RISK IN ELEMENTARY & MIDDLE SCHOOL

HOW SHELTER IN PLACE MAY INCREASE RISK

HOW TO HELP KIDS COPE



WHAT MAKES THE 
PANDEMIC 
CHALLENGING?
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We’ve never had  an experience like this  
before

There’s  no clea r end  in s ight

We’ve los t identified  roles

We a re surrounded  by s tories  of  los s



WHY LOSS IS 
HARD TO DEAL 
WITH

 We want to focus  on living, not 
dying

 There’s  so m uch of  it  - where do 
you s ta r t?

 Our los ses  don’t s eem  as  
s ignificant a s  a  lot of  others

 Loss  & its  a fterm a th crea te 
s tres s  in our lives
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STRESS 
HAPPENS 
WHEN…

we perceive we have to do som ething beyond our 
capacity or skill

The liza rd  pa r t  of  our bra in gets  activa ted . So we 
go into fight/ flight/ flee  m ode

Our thinking bra in gets  flooded  with s tres s  
horm ones  and  it’s  ha rder to use logic and  good  
problem  solving

We can m ake decis ions  based  on em otions  ra ther 
than facts



TWO KINDS 
OF STRESS
 Acute  s tre s s . This  

is  shor t-term  s tres s  
tha t  goes  away 
quickly. 

 Chronic s tre s s . This  
is  s tres s  tha t  la s ts  
for a  longer period  
of  t im e. 
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WHY THE COVID PANDEMIC IS POTENTIALLY A 
CHRONIC STRESSOR
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 We don’t unders tand  wha t it  is  or why it  happened

 There’s  uncer ta inly  about wha t to do to s top  it

 It’s  crea ted  a  c lim a te of  worry for a  lot of  people

 There have been a  lot of  p ractica l ram ifica tions  

(econom ica l, in hea lth ca re  sys tem , educa tion) tha t have  turned  
life  a s  we knew it  ups ide down

 People  have a  wide range of  em otions  so we m ay not be on the 
sam e pa ge, even in our fam ilies

 We don’t have our usua l outle ts  for suppor t or coping



SO WHERE 
ARE YOU IN 
ALL THIS??WHERE ARE 

YOU IN ALL 
THIS??



STRESSES EDUCATORS LIKE YOU HAVE TOLD 
US THEY ARE FACING…

 Online teaching

 Handling d isappointm ent, cancelled  events

 Worrying about los s  of  control during “opening-up” phase

 Keeping youth with m enta l illnes s  s a fe

 Drinking/ ea ting/ unhelpful cop ing

 Burn-out from  WFH and  Hom eschooling

 What will the next s chool yea r b ring?



POLL #1A

What a re your potentia l s tres sors  for the next 
s chool yea r?

 Persona l Sa fety

Continued  schedule d is rup tion

How prepa red / unprepa red  s tudents  will be

What if  som eone in the school gets  COVID

More s tudents  with econom ic p roblem s

Other



POLL #1B

What do you think the potentia l s tres sors  will 
be for your s tudents?

Concerns  about Persona l Sa fety

Being unprepa red

Worries : wha t if  som eone in the school 
gets  COVID

 Econom ic p roblem s  in fam ily

 Poss ib le dea ths  from  COVID

Other



SUICIDE RISK: 
STRESS AT A 
MORE INTENSE 
LEVEL

This  Photo by Unknown Author is  licens ed under CC BY-SA-NC
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ELEMENTARY & MIDDLE SCHOOL 
CONCERNS

 Suicide  is  a  fre que nt top ic 
in m e dia

 Atte m pt ra te  incre as e d  
2 00% for 10-14  yr old  gir ls  
(19 9 9 -2 014 )

 De cre as ing age  of  pube r ty 
incre as e s  r is k

 Younge r kids  us e  s ocia l 
m e dia

 Stude nts  m ay be  im pacte d  
by s uicide  of  pa re nt, 
s ibling or pe e r

 P rote ctive  factors  can be  
e ncourage d  e a r ly
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THE DATA:

5-11 Years 
Compared To 
Early Adolescence 
12-14 Years

 Rate  = .17 / 10 0 ,0 00  

(12 -14 =5 .18 / 10 0 ,00 0)

 Mos t com m on d iagnos is  ADD/ ADHD  
(adole s ce nce = de pre s s ion)

 Le s s  like ly to le ave  a  note

 Re la tions hip  p roble m s  with fam ily & 
fr ie nds

 Expos ure  le s s  like ly a s  a  r is k factor

 Le s s  cognitive  ab ility to p lan and  ca r ry out 
a  fa ta l s uicide  p lan
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EQUALLY AS 
LIKELY TO 
TELL 
SOMEONE 
ELSE
(29% V.30%)
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WHY PREVENTION IN SCHOOLS IS 
IMPORTANT
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Youth s pe nd  m os t of  the ir  t im e  in s chool

P reve ntion fa lls  unde r the  m andate  to 
p rovide  a  s a fe  le a rning e nvironm e nt for 
s tude nts



THE SCHOOL’S ROLE IN 
SUICIDE PREVENTION

Crit ica l Lim ite d

This  Photo by Unknown Author is  licens ed under CC BY-NC-ND

THE SCHOOL’S ROLE 
IN SUICIDE 

PREVENTION

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/poland-pioneering-worlds-first-national-open-textbook-program
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


SUICIDE 
AWARENESS 
QUESTIONNAIRE

LOOK AT YOURSELF FIRST: 

LET’S TAKE A P OLL

19



POLLS #2 A Do you have  pe rs ona l or p rofe s s iona l 
expe rie nce  with s uicide ?
 Ye s

 NO



POLLS #2 B

What words  do you think de s cribe s  how a  
s uicida l youth fe e ls ?

 Confused

 Angry

 Discoura ged

 Alone

 Trapped

 Not unders tood

 Despera te



POLLS #2 C What would  he lp  you unde rs tand  
s uicide  be tte r?
 More tra ining

 Talking to som eone who was  suicida l

 I don’t know

 Other



YOUR ACTION PLAN STEPS WE 
WANT YOU TO KNOW

Why youth 
suicide 

prevention is 
important in 
your school

1

What your 
school is doing 

for youth 
suicide 

prevention

2

What your role 
is in prevention

3



WHAT DO 
YOU NEED 
TO KNOW TO 
FULFILL 
YOUR ROLE? Action s te ps  tha t 

outline  the  p reve ntion 
p roce s s

Inform ation 
Suicide  

Diffe re nce s  
be twe e n r is k 
factors  and  

warning s igns

Im por tance  of  
p rote ctive  

factors



WHAT ABOUT CONFIDENTIALITY

HIPPA FERPA

LIFELINES INTERVENTION 2 5



ES

MS

HS

2 6LIFELINES INTERVENTION



DISPELLING SUICIDE 
MYTHS

 Will talking about suicide 
plant the idea in 
someone’s mind?

 Isn’t suicide just a way to 
get attention?

 Don’t most suicides 
happen without warning?

 Don’t suicidal children 
need to be in psychiatric 
hospitals?

2 7



OF  THE LANGUAGE OF SUICIDE

Avoid Us e  Ins te ad

Com m itted  
suicide Died  by suicide

Suicide victim Person who d ied  by 
suicide

Success ful 
a ttem pt

Attem pt or 
com pletion



UNDERSTANDING SUICIDE BETTER

A be haviora l de finition 
puts  s uicide  into 

words  tha t a re  e as y to 
unde rs tand :

Suicide  is  an a tte m pt 
to s olve  a  p roble m  of  

inte ns e  e m otiona l 
pa in with im pa ire d  

proble m -s olving s kills

2 9



WHAT WORDS 
WOULD MIDDLE 
AND 
ELEMENTARY 
STUDENTS USE 
TO DESCRIBE 
INTENSE 
EMOTIONAL PAIN



POLLS #3

What words  would  e le m e nta ry and  
m iddle  s chool s tude nts  us e  to 
de s cribe  im m e ns e  e m otiona l pa in? 
 Sad

 Upset

 No one lis tens  to m e

 Like a  loser

 “I ha te  m yself”

 Other



WHAT DOES “INTENSE 
EMOTIONAL” PAIN FEEL 
LIKE?

 Worthlessness
 Hopelessness
 Helplessness
 Like being a loser
 Confusion
 Emptiness 
 Desperation 3 2
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THE SOCIETY FOR THE PREVENTION OF TEEN SUICIDE 3 4



THE SOCIETY FOR THE PREVENTION OF TEEN SUICIDE 3 5



THE SOCIETY FOR THE PREVENTION OF TEEN SUICIDE 3 6



WHAT WOULD 
KIDS  DESCRIBE  
AS 
UNSOLVABLE 
PROBLEMS?



POLLS #4

What would  e le m e nta ry and  m idd le  s chool 
s tude nts  de s cribe  a s  uns olvable  p roble m s ? 
 No one likes  m e

 No one lis tens  to m e

 I’m  so ugly/ fa t /  …..

 “I ha te  m yself”

 I fa iled  m y tes t

 I wasn’t  p icked  for the A team

 I d idn’t  s core in the gam e

 Other



WHAT PROBLEMS 
CAN SEEM 
“UNSOLVABLE?”
 Ge tting into trouble  a t hom e, in 

s chool or  with the  law

 Be ing hum ilia te d  in front of  
fr ie nds , e s pe cia lly for  boys

 Los s  of  a  re la tions hip, an 
oppor tunity, a  d re am

 Any trans ition/ change  for  which 
the  s tude nt fe e ls  unpre pa re d
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SUICIDE AS A CRISIS

A cris is  is  any 
s itua tion in which we  
fe e l our s hills  don’t 
m e e t e nvironm e nta l 

de m ands

Cris is  re s pons e : 
fight, flight or  fre eze

Cris is  thinking-
e m otiona l, 

cons tr icte d , 
s om e tim e s  ir ra tiona l 



UNDERSTANDING 
CRISIS THINKING

41



4 2

HERE’S AN EXAMPLE
He lpful 

Unhe lp ful

Thinking 
about 

s uicide

 7 th grade 
student-
Jeremy

• Bullied in 
5th grade

• Self-
injured in 
6th grade

• Having 
problems 
in math

• Tells parents
• Structures 

study time
• Decides to go 

to teacher• Teacher always busy
• Can’t do extra credit 

assignment
• Fails midterm
• Girlfriend beaks up with 

him

• Stops doing 
homework

• Lies to parents
• Cheats on tests

• Fails math
• Gets cut from team

WHAT TO DO? VENTILATE AND VALIDATE



PRACTICING 
VENTILATION & 
VALIDATION

4 3 • Ventilation gives the 
victim a chance to “vent” 
or express their feelings 
without being judged, 

• Validation is the step that 
helps the person 
understand that you have 
heard their feelings



POLLS #5A

Student s ays :” My life  is  over. I counted  on getting 
p icked  to be on the A team . Everyone’s  gonna  laugh 
a t m e”

What is  va lida ting?

 I know it  feels  like  the end  of  the  world , but you 
can try a ga in next yea r.

 Let m e know if  kids  laugh and  I’ll ta lk to them

 Sounds  like  a  tough b reak



POLLS #5B

 I’D RATHER BE DEAD. WHAT IS THERE ABOUT 
THAT YOU DON'T UNDERSTAND?”  WHAT 
STATEMENT IS VALIDATING?

 You have  s o m uch tha t’s  pos itive  in your life - le t’s  
ta lk about tha t.

 I unde rs tand  tha t you a lways  s ay tha t whe n you’re  
angry about s om e thing

 I agre e , it’s  ha rd  for m e  to wrap  m y he ad  a round  
the  fact tha t you fe e l s o m is e rable .



POLLS #5C

“My m om  is  in he ave n and  I want to be  with he r. 
This  world  is  horrible . He ave n is  gre a t” What would  
be  a  va lida ting re s pons e ?

 Are  you m is s ing your m om ?

 Whe n it’s  your t im e , you will go to he ave n.

 You think your life  is  bad  a t 10?

 My m othe r d ie d  whe n I was  your age  and  I know 
exactly how you fe e l.



SUICIDE RISK 
FACTORS & WARNING 

SIGNS

47

Re d Warning

Am be r Risk
Gre e n Protective



DYNAMICS OF 
RISK FACTORS

Biops ychos ocia l

Stre s s ors

P revious  Atte m pt

Acce s s  to 
le tha l 
m e ans

THE SOCIETY FOR THE PREVENTION OF TEEN SUICIDE 4 8



WHAT YOU NEED 
TO KNOW ABOUT 
RISK FACTORS:

4 9

Risk factors are situations or factors that increase the 
possibility that someone might be suicidal

Most people have risk factors and are never suicidal

There is always more than one risk factor for suicide

You may never know your students’ risk factors



RISK FACTORS CAN INCLUDE:

5 0

Family history of suicide

Fam ily his tory of  m enta l illnes s

Menta l hea lth d ia gnos is

Im puls ivity

Phys ica l or s exua l abuse

Suicide idea tion before a ge 1 2

Exposure to fam ily violence, traum atic events  ( e.g., ACEs  Score)



HOW COVID 
MIGHT 
INCREASE  
STUDENT RISK 

 Incre as e  s tude nt and  pa re nt anxie ty leve ls

 Wre ck da ily s che dule s

 De s tab ilize  s tudy habits

 Incre as e  s chool phobias

 Incre as e  e conom ic hurd le s

 De lay ide ntifica tion of kids  who  m ight ne e d  
tre a tm e nt

 Elevate  ACE factors



ACES SCORES AS RISK FACTORS
 Verbal  abuse

 Physical abuse

 Sexual abuse

 Physical neglect

 Emotional neglect

 Witness IPV

 Substance abuse in the home

 Separated/divorced parents

 Family member incarcerated

 Family member mentally ill or 
suicidal



Early De ath

Dis e as e , 
Dis ability  & 

Socia l P roble m s

Adoption of  He a lth-ris k 
Be haviors

Socia l, Em otiona l  & Cognitive  
Im pa irm e nt

Dis rup te d  Ne urodeve lopm e nt

ACEs SCORES & RISK



•Feelings
•Actions
•Changes
•Threa ts / Ta lk
•Situa tions

54



WHAT CAN YOU DO?

5 5

Recognize
• RECOGNIZE possible warning signs

Ta lk
• TALK to the student

Lis ten
• LISTEN to student’s responses

Refe r  to s chool 
re s ource s

• USE PROTOCOL for parent notification/referral



WHAT ARE SOME WARNING SIGNS YOU MAY 
SEE IN SCHOOL?

 Frequent visits to school nurse

 Frequent restroom requests

 Actual threats or suicide notes

 Talking about suicide

 Disturbing themes in school assignments

 Unusual pattern of absences or tardiness

 Leaving school early

 Concerns expressed by other students 5 6



WHAT ARE SOME WARNING SIGNS YOU MAY 
SEE IN SCHOOL?

 Changes in student appearance
 Changes in mood, for example, no longer 

cheerful or suddenly cheerful
 Changes in eating habits
 Student isolated on school bus, in cafeteria
 Bullying behavior- even as a bystander

THE SOCIETY FOR THE PREVENTION OF TEEN SUICIDE 5 7



WHAT NOT TO 
SAY

 Don’t worry, eve rything will be  a ll r ight

 By next we e k, you’ll forge t a ll about it

 This  is  nothing!

 Che e r up!

 You have  s o m uch to be  thankful for

 Think about how your fam ily would  fe e l 
if  you kille d  yours e lf 5 8



PRACTICE
“TELL ME MORE”

Reflects  the 3 hardest but most important  words 
to say to a suicidal student

Opens the door to talking about suicide in a 
conversational way

Addresses questions about suicide risk from a 
developmental perspective

Explains suicide as the solution to that seemingly 
unsolvable problem

59
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IF YOU ARE WORRIED  THE 
RISK IS SO SERIOUS THAT IT 

NEEDS IMMEDIATE 
ATTENTION….

6 0



DO NOT 
WAIT!!!

6 1



OBSERVE
All students for signs of 

risk

IDENTIFY
Students potentially at 

risk

REFER
Student to appropriate 

resources

THE SOCIETY FOR THE PREVENTION OF TEEN SUICIDE 6 2



TIPS FOR 
TALKING WITH 
UPSET 
STUDENTS

6 3

Cre a te cla s s room  action p lan

Find  out what the  p roble m  is

Re m ind the m  you can’t fix the  fe e ling of  
“ I wis h I we re  de ad ”

Va lida te the ir  ups e t

Sta r t with bre a thing p rom pts



HOW TO TALK 
WITH 
ELEMENTARY 
STUDENTS 
ABOUT 
SUICIDE

Re s is t  trying 
to exp la in the  

fina lity of  
de a th

Expla in tha t  
doing r is ky 

things  can have  
uninte nde d 

cons e que nce s

Expla in tha t fe e ling 
like  you want to d ie  
ofte n m e ans  the re  

is  an ups e tting 
proble m  in your 

life  you can’t s olve

Re inforce  
m e s s age s  

about 
pe rs ona l 

s a fe ty



ASK ABOUT PACES 
(PROTECTIVE & COMPENSATORY EXPERIENCES)

RELATIONSHIPS

 Does someone love you unconditionally?

 Do you have at least 1 friend?

 Do you do anything regularly to help others?

 Do you have an adult you can trust and count on?

 Are you an active member of a non-sport social 
group?



ASK ABOUT PACES 
(PROTECTIVE & COMPENSATORY EXPERIENCES)

RESOURCES

 Do you have a hobby?

 Do you play sports or have regular physical activity?

 Is your house clean and do you have enough to eat?

 Does your school give you the resources and 
experiences you need to learn?

 Are the rules in your house clear and fair?

(Morris , Hays -Grudo e ta l 2 015 )



:



THE MINDSET OF THE RESILIENT TEACHER

6 8

Fosters 
independence

Lets students do 
their own problem 

solving
Encourages students 

to find additional 
resources



RESILIENCE THEORY BELIEVES THAT THE 
UPS AND DOWNS OF LIFE ARE TO 

EMBRACED, NOT AVOIDED…
AND THAT COPING WITH RISK AND BOUNCING BACK 

FROM ADVERSITY ARE GOOD FOR US.

6 9



WHAT HELPS STUDENTS 
BECOME RESILIENT?

PROVISION OF 
SUPPORT, STRUCTURE, 
CONTROL



PROVIDING 
SUPPORT

 Be  the re  howeve r you 
can

 Lis te n- aga in and  
aga in and  aga in

 Expre s s  ge nuine  
p ra is e  for 
accom plis hm e nts

 Encourage  re fle ction 
& s e lf-p ra is e

 Validate  and  nam e  
fe e lings  

7 1



STRUCTURE

 Safe , s tructure d  
p re d ictable  s che dule

 Advance  notice  of  
change s

 Organize d  & ne a t 
e nvironm e nt

7 2



CONTROL
 Im ple m e nt e nough rule s  

to m ake  the  e nvironm e nt 
s a fe

 Expla in the  re as ons  for 
the  rule s

 Te ach ca lm ing 
te chnique s

 Give  s tude nts  s om e  
choice  in le a rning 
te chnique s

7 3



REINFORCE THE “CHALLENGE MINDSET”

Guid ing P rincip le :

Let children experience life in a 
way where they grow to believe 

they have the personal strength to 
overcome any obstacle

7 4



JUST IMAGINE…

7 5



ENCOURAGE 
PROTECTIVE 
FACTORS

P ERSONAL, 
BEHAVIORAL OR 
SITUATIONAL 
CHARACTERISTICS 
THAT CONTRIBUTE 
TO RESILIENCY 
AND SERVE AS A 
BUFFER AGAINST 
RISK

7 6



ELEMENTARY 
& MIDDLE 
SCHOOL 
PROTECTIVE 
FACTORS

 Se ns e  of  conne ction to hom e, s chool or 
com m unity

 Se ns e  of  s a fe ty

 Acce s s  to ca re  for phys ica l, e m otiona l 
p roble m s

 Suppor tive  fam ily e nvironm e nt and  s ocia l 
ne tworks .

 Concre te  s uppor t for bas ic ne e ds .

 Contact with one  ca ring adult



FOSTERING 
PROTECTIVE FACTORS
 Teach students it is okay to ask for 

help

 Help students identify trusted adults

 Encourage participation in
school & community activities

 Acknowledge student efforts

 Be a good listener, as often as you can



POLL #6

HOW DOES A SCHOOL REINFORCE P ROTECTIVE FACTORS DURING 
COVID?

 Make it  clea r to s tudents  tha t  it ’s  ok to ta lk about  feelings

 Ask the s tudents  for ideas

 Proceed  as  close to norm al a s  pos s ib le

 Give hom ework about  COVID sa fety

 Discus s  s t ra tegies  for online lea rning, ‘jus t  in case’



WHAT ARE 
PROTECTIVE 
FACTORS FOR YOU?

This  Photo by Unknown Author is  licens ed under CC BY-SA-NC

http://drkblog.wordpress.com/2010/11/30/finishing-up/
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BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER

8 1

Recognize your role  
in help ing your 
s tudents  lea rn to 
help  them selves

0 1
If  a  s tudent does  
need  your help, 
rem em ber the firs t 
s tep  is  to lis ten- not 
im m edia tely fix the 
p roblem

02
If  you’re worried  
about  yourself  or a  
s tudent, reach out 
for help

0 3





THANK YOU FOR TAKING CARE 
OF OUR KIDS!

8 3
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