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INTRODUCTION

Your school has set up a system to effectively address the problem of 
youth suicide. Every staff person in your school can be part of the team. 

Some staff may find it challenging to sort out who needs help.
Sometimes they may hesitate to intervene because they are too busy, 
don’t want to interfere or don’t feel confident about their ability to 
respond effectively.

In this program, you will learn to make the most of your school’s 
efforts by becoming knowledgeable and skillful.

In the first module, you will learn how to respond by making time 
and acknowledging, empathizing and validating concerns. You will 
also learn how to communicate effectively and to take action when 
necessary. 

The second module is about recognizing students who are at risk for 
suicide. You will become familiar with depression and learn the signs 
of teen distress.

At the end of the program, you can test your skills with three Skill 
Practice exercises.



What can school staff do?

Skills in Youth Suicide Prevention

Module 1
RESPOND

In the aftermath of a suicide, 
everyone finds themselves asking 
what could have been done to 
prevent it. Friends, teachers 
and families may have felt that 
something was very wrong, but no 
one knew what to do. 

What about other students who 
are in pain but don’t go all the way? 
Maybe someone got to them in time 
by making a connection.

Making a connection with 
students is the most important thing 
you can do, yet there are missed 
opportunities to do so every day. 

This may be due to feeling too busy, being unsure of what to 
do, thinking we need to push and challenge distressed students, or 
minimizing teenagers’ problems.
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There’s a better approach that you can use 
when students are feeling distressed. Instead 
of being too busy, make time in your schedule. 
Instead of ignoring a distressed student, 
acknowledge them with a simple question 
such as, “Are you okay?” Instead of challenging 
students, empathize with them. Instead of 
minimizing their problems, validate their 
concerns.

In summary, making a connection with 
students can be done by:

• Making time
• Acknowledging
• Empathizing
• Validating their concerns

Taking Action

Once you’ve connected with students, it becomes easier to take 
action. By noticing and responding to their distress, you will be able to  
connect them with the help they need.

Here is how to respond effectively:

• Speak privately 
Pick a private, uninterrupted 
time to speak with the student.

• Engage in a calm, 
supportive way 
When a student is distressed, 
what you say is not as important 
as how you say it. Engage the student in a calm and supportive 
way. There are no special words to say. What matters is 
establishing a positive and trusting rapport with the student.
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Module 1  Respond

By noticing and 
responding to this 
student’s distress, 
the teacher was 
able to connect 
him with the 
help he needed 
in the school’s 
counseling center.

• Listen and show empathy 
Show that you take what he or she has to say seriously and that 
you care. 

• Be direct 
If a student’s words or behavior suggest the possibility of suicide, 
don’t hesitate to be direct. You can ask a student of he or she is 
thinking of suicide.  

• Always ensure a student’s safety 
When you have reason to think that a student is thinking about 
suicide, stay with him 
or her and get help right 
away. 

• Know how to  
contact a crisis 
team member 
To connect a student 
with help right away, 
you will need to know 
what resources are 
available in your school before it’s an emergency situation. Know 
how to contact a crisis team member.
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Communication Tips

Honest 
Humorous
Empathetic
Professional

Genuine
Trustworthy
Friendly
Familiar

Available
Non-judgmental
Knowledgeable
Relates to teens

 Being Approachable     

What makes staff members approachable?  Teens identify the following 
qualities:

      
Teens say that one of the most important qualities is that the staff 
member is willing to listen and respond in a supportive way. They see 
an effective listener as someone who…

• Understands what teens face every day
• Will really listen and not interrupt to problem-solve
• Pays careful attention -- won’t brush students off 
• Is willing to put themselves in students shoes and can relate to how 

students are feeling

 

Here are some tips for effective communication:

1. Check and Explore
Make time to talk with the student privately. As you are listening, check 
and explore the teen’s point of view.  Do this to gather information or 
to express interest, not to confront. Begin with an observation followed 
by open-ended questions using words such as “what,” “who,” “have,” 
and “how.”

• You seem tired lately. How are you feeling?
• It sounds like you are feeling really stressed. Who have you talked 

with about this?
• Have you had thoughts of harming or killing yourself?
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Module 1  Respond

2. Listen – validate their experience and show empathy
As best you can, put yourself in the student’s shoes. Connect with the 
thoughts and feelings they have expressed. Acknowledge and validate 
their experience. Be sure your voice, tone and facial expression reflect 
their feeling. Avoid jumping in with ideas or possible solutions. 

• It sounds like sometimes you feel overwhelmed with your 
schoolwork.

• You feel like you don’t have any friends, like you’re all alone. 
• I can see that this is very upsetting to you.  

 

3. Always ensure the student’s safety
If the student is in crisis, escort him or her immediately to your school 
crisis contact or send for the crisis contact to come to you. A suicidal 
crisis is a chaotic situation, and the student will respond best to 
calm and clear communication. State clearly and confidently what is 
happening next. 

• Let’s go talk with Ms. Gonzales. She can help you figure out what 
to do next.

• Come with me to see Ms. Gonzales. She is really good at helping 
students find their way through difficult situations.

• I am going to ask Ms. Gonzales to join us. She has the training 
and expertise to best support you in this situation. 



Skills in Youth Suicide Prevention

Connect with students  Making a connection with 
students is the most important thing you can do.

• Make time.
• Acknowledge.
• Emphasize.
• Validate their concerns.

Module 1 Summary: Respond

Take action  Once you’ve connected with students, it 
becomes easier to take action. Here is how you can respond 
effectively:

• Speak privately.
• Engage in a calm, supportive way.
• Listen and show empathy. 
• Be direct.
• Always ensure the student’s safety.
• Know how to contact a crisis team member.
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Module 1 Knowledge Check

1. Asking a distressed student if he or she is having thoughts of death or 
suicide (choose one):

Should never be done, as it may put the idea of suicide in the person’s 
mind

Should only be done by professionally trained persons

May lower the risk of suicide

Should have no effect on the risk for suicide

2. If you discover a suspected suicidal communication (clue, warning sign, 
suspicious statement or threat), which of the following statements would 
be most helpful?

You’re not thinking of killing yourself, are you?

Are you thinking about suicide?

So tell me how things are going for you.

Is there anything you want to tell me?

3. When talking with a student contemplating suicide you should persuade 
him/her to (choose one):

Immediately discuss the matter with his/her parents

Think about how much that would hurt friends and family

Consider all the good reasons to stay alive

Go immediately with you to the crisis contact for help

4. A good thing to tell a suicidal student is to “pull yourself together and 
things will get better.”

True

False

5. If I talk to someone about their suicidal feelings, it may cause them to 
commit suicide.

True

False

Module 1  Respond
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Module 1 Answers to Knowledge Check

1. May lower the risk of suicide.  
Most suicidal people are relieved when questioned about their 
feelings and intentions. Doing so can be the first step in helping 
them to choose to live.

2. Are you thinking about suicide?  
Don’t be afraid to ask directly if the student is considering 
suicide. Talk openly with the student. By asking, you allow open 
communication and provide hope.

3. Go immediately with you to the crisis contact for help.  
Ensuring the student’s safety is your top priority. Never leave the 
student alone. Walk with the student directly to the crisis contact. 
Your school crisis contact has had training to deal effectively with a 
student who is contemplating suicide and can connect the student 
and his/her parent(s) with appropriate mental health resources.

4. False.  
Depression is a serious health disorder. Both young people and 
adults who are depressed need professional treatment.

5. False.  
Do not be afraid to ask directly about suicide. Asking someone if 
they are suicidal will never give them an idea they haven’t thought 
about already.



Depression
There are many events that trigger suicide, 

but behind them you’ll often find a powerful 
force - depression. Depression can cause great 
suffering, but it is treatable.

Depression has a huge impact on a student’s 
academic performance. Most of their mental 
energy is going towards surviving, so there is 

not much left for schoolwork.
With treatment, depressed students can make a turnaround and 

get back on track academically. First, you 
must connect a troubled student with the 
professional help he or she needs.

The transition to adulthood can be filled 
with pain and confusion. It’s not uncommon 
for any teen to feel alienated or sad. You may 
know a lot of students that seem like that. 
Just because teenagers feel alienated doesn’t mean they are depressed 
or at risk for suicide.

Depression is more than deep sadness. It is a persistently sad mood.   
Teenagers have described it as:

“A bad feeling I just can’t shake.”
“It’s hard to think normally.”
“You forget what it means to be happy. 

It’s feeling hopeless.”

This sense of hopelessness can last 
weeks, months or years. If untreated, 
depression can lead to suicide.

Skills in Youth Suicide Prevention

Module 2
RECOGNIZE
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Connecting makes a difference
If depression is unchecked, students 

lose their ability to enjoy life. They start 
to feel hopeless. Untreated depression can 
lead to suicide.

Become familiar with the early and late 
warning signs of depression and distress. 
You will be able to notice these signs 
when you are connecting to students. 

Your close association and connection 
to your students allows you a unique 
insight into how they are feeling and 
coping with the stresses of teen life. You 

are in a position to help, to encourage students to talk to a counselor 
or another appropriate person.
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Module #  Title

Early Warning Signs
These early signs indicate distress or depression. You may notice 

them if you’re connecting to your students, and the earlier a troubled 
youth gets help - the better. These signs are more alarming when you 
notice them in students who once seemed to be functioning okay. 

Difficulties in school
When you notice a drop in grades for a student who 
had been doing well, this could be an early sign of 
distress. The best thing is to talk to the student and find 
out what is going on.

Low self-esteem
Teens who regularly say they feel like a failure 
could be distressed. A student with low self-esteem 
expresses a lot of negative views about his or her 
competence. You can help by listening to how the 
student feels.

Physical complaints
You may become aware of a student who regularly 
has physical complaints like headaches or being too 
tired. This can also be an early sign of distress. Take 
the time to check in and talk to the student. 

Change in sleeping or eating patterns

Use or abuse of alcohol or drugs

Overly self-critical
A student may consistently complain of being a bad person or feeling 
horrible inside.

Persistent low energy

Withdrawal from normal 
activities
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Late Warning Signs
 Untreated depression can get worse over time. Here are some late 

warning signs of distress.

Talk of suicide or death
A student may say something such as, “I wish I was dead,” 
or “You’d be better off without me.”

Significant change in appearance
A significant change in appearance demonstrating that a student 
doesn’t care how he or she looks to others can be a sign of serious 
distress.

Isolation from friends and family
Students who used to spend a lot of time 
with friends may now spend most of their 
time alone and without interests. 

Extreme anxiety, agitation or  
self-injury

Expressions of hopelessness or desperation
A student may feel that life is not worth living and may believe that 
a negative situation will never change.

Refusal of help

Giving away prized possessions

Conduct problems or aggressive behavior



Myths and Facts about Suicide

Module 2  Recognize

Only depressed kids attempt suicide. 

Although the number one contributing cause of suicide 
is depression, teens don’t have to be clinically depressed 
to have suicidal feelings or to attempt suicide. Even 
feeling extremely “bummed out” for a relatively short 
period of time can lead to impulsive suicide attempts.  

Teens who talk about suicide don’t kill themselves. 

Teens who are thinking about suicide usually find some 
way of communicating their pain to others – often by 
speaking indirectly about their intentions. Most suicidal 
people will admit to their feelings if questioned directly. 

There is really nothing you can do to help someone 
who’s truly suicidal. 

Most people who are suicidal don’t really want their 
lives to end – they just want the pain to end. The 
understanding, support, and hope that you offer 
can be their most important lifeline. Teenage suicide 
accounts for 12% of all teenage deaths. Almost 2,000 
teens kill themselves each year, and many more attempt 
suicide. Many of these deaths could be prevented with 
intervention.

Discussing suicide may cause someone to consider it or 
make things worse. 

Asking someone if they are suicidal will never give 
them an idea that they haven’t thought about already. 
Most suicidal people are truthful and relieved when 
questioned about their feelings and intentions. Doing so 
can be the first step in helping them to choose to live.

MYTH

FACT

MYTH

FACT

MYTH

FACT

MYTH

FACT
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Most teens who are clinically depressed do not actually 
consider suicide. 

Most teenagers who are clinically depressed do think 
about suicide. Between 15% to 30% of those teenagers 
who think about it, attempt suicide. About 2,000 
teenagers kill themselves each year, making suicide the 
3rd leading cause of death among teenagers. 

Most suicide attempts occur without any warning signs 
or clues.

According to research studies, up to 75% of those who 
die by suicide, communicate their suicidal intentions to 
others either directly or indirectly in the weeks before 
their death.

MYTH

FACT

MYTH

FACT
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Module 2 Knowledge Check

1. The number one contributing cause of suicide is (choose one):

Untreated clinical depression (a mental illness).
Acute and severe stress.
Rejection by a loved one.
Alcoholism, especially if the person has recently been diagnosed with terminal 
cancer.

2. Which of the following is a possible early warning sign of suicide? (choose one):

Expression of hopelessness or desperation.
Neglecting personal appearance.
Difficulties in school.
Giving away prized possessions.

3. People who talk about suicide don’t really kill themselves.

True
False

4. People who commit suicide are usually suffering from depression or some other 
mental illness.

True
False

5. Most suicide attempts occur without any warning signs or clues.

True
False

6. People who are considering suicide tend to seek out the company of friends and 
family.

True
False

7. Alcohol use is never related to suicidal behavior.

True
False

8. Depression is an illness that doctors can treat.
True
False
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Module 2 Answers to Knowledge Check

1. Untreated clinical depression (a mental illness). Untreated or 
improperly treated depression is the number one cause of suicide in the 
United States.

2. Difficulties in school. For many teens, an early sign of distress is problems 
in school, such as poor grades, missed assignments or difficulties with peers.

3. False. Most people who complete suicide have communicated their pain to 
others and have spoken, either directly or indirectly, about their intentions. 
If you suspect, ask. Most suicidal people will admit to their feelings if 
questioned directly.

4. True. Most teenagers who are clinically depressed do think about suicide 
– and between 15% to 30% of those teenagers who think about it, attempt 
suicide. About 2,000 teenagers kill themselves each year, making suicide 
the third leading cause of death among teenagers.

5. False. According to research studies, up to 75% of those who die by suicide 
communicate their suicidal intentions to others either directly or indirectly 
in the weeks before their death.

6. False. Teens who are considering suicide may avoid family gatherings and 
events. And teens who used to spend a lot of time with friends may now 
spend most of their time alone and without interests.

7. False. In fact, many suicide attempts happen while the person is under the 
influence of drugs and/or alcohol. Teenagers who use alcohol and drugs are 
also more likely to attempt suicide because many drugs can make the user 
depressed. Plus, drugs and alcohol change a person’s thinking and get in the 
way of finding good solutions to problems.

8. True. Depression is a treatable health disorder. A trained therapist or 
counselor can help young people learn more positive ways to think about 
themselves, change behavior, cope with problems, or handle relationships. 
A physician can prescribe medications to help relieve the symptoms of 
depression. For many people, a combination of psychological therapy and 
medication is beneficial.
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Abbey Marco Rhoda

Skill Practice: What Would You Do?

Module 2  Recognize

Here are three teens. 
After reading their 
stories, are you able to 
recognize their level of 
distress and make the 
most effective response?

ABBEY: Abbey was a popular girl, a traditional 
dresser and a straight-A student. Although she is still 
popular and gets great grades, she seems to have joined one 
of the school’s fringe groups. Her teacher has a pretty good 
connection with her and asks her how things are going.

1.

HOW ARE THINGS 
GOING FOR YOU, 

ABBY?

I’M DOING 
GOOD.

WELL, I WAS 
WONDERING 
BECAUSE 

YOU’VE MADE 
SOME RADICAL 
CHANGES IN 

YOUR PERSONAL 
APPEARANCE.

I’M JUST BEING WHO 
I AM, NOT THE WAY 
EVERYONE THINKS I 

SHOULD BE.

Do nothing.

Take a wait-and-see attitude by keeping an eye on the situation.

Suggest to Abbey that she see a counselor.

Make sure that Abbey is immediately put in touch with the 
school’s designated crisis contact.

What would you do?
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What would you do?

Marco: Marco was a quiet boy who had been doing really well in 
class. However, lately he has been missing assignments and his attendance 
has been spotty. His teacher decides to talk to him.

MARCO, I’VE NOTICED THAT 
YOUR GRADES HAVE BEEN 
FALLING LATELY AND I’M A 
LITTLE CONCERNED ABOUT 
IT. UM, I’M WONDERING WHY 
YOU HAVEN’T BEEN TURNING 

IN YOUR HOMEWORK.

I JUST 
DON’T 
WANT 

TO TALK 
ABOUT 

IT.

IS EVERYTHING 
ALRIGHT?

YEAH, 
EVERYTHING’S 

COOL.

EVERYTHING 
DOESN’T 

SEEM COOL.

WELL, I JUST 
DON’T WANT 
TO TALK 
ABOUT IT.

2.

Do nothing.

Take wait-and-see attitude by keeping an eye on the situation.

Suggest to Marco that he see a counselor.

Make sure that Marco is immediately put in touch with the 
school’s designated crisis contact.
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Rhoda: Rhoda does well enough in school, but she is one of those 
girls you tend not to notice because she’s painfully shy and 
avoids other people. Her teacher has been trying to make 
a connection with her for a while and has been making 
progress. One day, he notices some strange marks on her 
wrists.

3.

Module 2  Recognize

HEY RHODA, HOW YOU 
DOING TODAY?

FINE

YEAH, REALLY? BECAUSE, 
ACTUALLY, I’M FEELING A LITTLE 
WORRIED ABOUT YOU. THESE 

MARKS ON YOUR ARM – DID YOU 
DO THAT TO YOURSELF?

CAN WE 
TALK 

ABOUT 
THIS?

...no answer, she only looks down

Do nothing.

Take wait-and-see attitude by keeping an eye on the situation.

Suggest to Rhoda that she see a counselor.

Make sure that Rhoda is immediately put in touch with the 
school’s designated crisis contact.

What would you do?
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Module 2 Answers to Skill Practice

1.

2.

3.

Watchful waiting: probably OK, but stay alert and watchful. 
Even though Abbey seems to be doing well, anytime 
you have a concern about a student it is important to 
stay alert and watch for any other warning signs.

Ask the school counselor to check in with Marco.
The teacher is having difficulty learning more 
about Marco’s situation. The school counselor has 
specialized training that is more appropriate to this 
situation. Referral to the school counselor ensures 
follow-through.

Make sure that Rhoda is immediately put in touch with the 
school’s designated crisis contact.

Rhoda avoids eye contact and has visible signs of 
injury. The teacher should act immediately to ensure 
Rhoda’s safety. He should tell Rhoda what he plans to 
do and make sure at each stage of his intervention, 

Rhoda knows what is happening next.


