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Current Youth Suicide Trends and the Critical Role
Schools Play in Awareness and Prevention Efforts



or decades, mental health experts have been sounding the alarm
about the rising number of young people taking their own lives, yet
the grim statistics continue to climb. The suicide rate for Americans
ages 10 to 24 has gone up a staggering 60% since 2007, according to
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and, as astounding as
it may seem, suicide remains the second leading cause of death for children
ages 10 and up, according to the National Institute of Mental Health.

Furthermore, a poll was conducted in April 2021 by Navigate360 and John
Zogby Strategies to identify the level of risk students are facing. Nearly
60% of teens surveyed in the April 2021 poll — or about three in every five
teenagers — said they know someone who has considered committing
self-harm or suicide. That’s a three-point increase from the results of a
similar poll conducted four months earlier. These findings echo the broad
understanding that youth suicide is on the rise, and it will take an all-hands-
on-deck approach to educate and support students if we want to see real,
institutionalized change.

In a single year, children will spend half their
time at school. With educators, counselors,
administrators and other school staff often
interacting with students just as much
as their family members, friends and
community leaders, schools play a
critical role in developing awareness and
prevention programs.

The reasons for the trend are complex,
but it’s clear that suicide prevention
solutions are needed now more than
ever. With students going back to

school after a global pandemic and
constantly evolving triggers and outside
influences growing, schools must be
proactive when it comes to developing
effective suicide awareness programs and
prevention techniques.

Expert Insights on Youth Suicide Awareness & Prevention in K-12 Schools



https://navigate360.com/surveying-teens-sense-safety-zogby-q2-2021/

The Importance of Effective Youth
Suicide Awareness & Prevention
Programs in Schools Today

According to the Center for Disease Control

& Prevention (CDC)’s most recent Youth Risk
Behavior Survey (YRBS) the second leading cause
of death among adolescents is suicide. The study
also reveals that nearly all of the indicators of
poor student mental health and suicidal thoughts
and behaviors have increased from 2011 to 2021.
The chart below shows the alarming increase in
suicide-related statistics from the previous YRBS
study conducted in 2019:

% of High School Students Who: 2019 Total 2021 Total
Experienced persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness 37 42 (+5%)
Seriously considered attempting suicide 19 22 (+3%)
Made a suicide plan 16 18 (+2%)
Attempted suicide 9 10 (+1%)
Were injured in a suicide attempt that had to be treated by 3 3 (o ChEreE)
a doctor or nurse

These troubling findings highlight the need for an increased
focus on suicide awareness and prevention in schools,
communities, and families to combat the upward trends.
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Youth Suicide
Prevention
Techniques

& Advice from
Dr. Scott Poland

To help K-12 school leaders
understand the urgency of this
issue and the current landscape,
this resource includes expert
insights from Dr. Scott Poland,

a national suicide awareness

and prevention expert regularly
recognized for his work in school
safety, youth suicide, self-injury,
bullying, school crisis prevention,
and intervention. A professor

at the College of Psychology
and director of the Suicide and
Violence Prevention Office at
Nova Southeastern University in
Florida, Dr. Poland is a nationally
certified school psychologist.

Dr. Scott Poland

Suicide Awareness and Prevention Expert



https://info.navigate360.com/youth-suicide-awareness-prevention-dr-scott-poland

Watch Dr. Poland’s
video on Why

is Youth Suicide
Prevention the
Responsibility of

WHAT’S FUELING THE
YOUTH SUICIDE TREND?

Every young person who contemplates,
attempts, or commits suicide is unigue.
However, researchers have identified a
leading cause of youth suicide: untreated or
undertreated mental illness, often combined
with one or more adverse childhood
experiences (ACESs).

Schools

®

Dr. Scott Poland identifies the most common adverse
childhood events as:

REJECTION FROM A NATURAL PARENT

PHYSICAL, EMOTIONAL, OR SEXUAL ABUSE

LIVING IN POVERTY

LIVING WITH A MENTALLY ILL PARENT

BEING THE VICTIM OF A BULLY

No child’s experience is exactly the
same, so it’s important to understand the
deeper relationship between some of the

most common triggers.
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THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN BULLYING AND
SUICIDE

Few school administrators would dispute that

bullying is an ongoing problem on campuses

across the nation, and the results of the April 2021

Navigate360/Zogby Strategies poll illuminate the extent of

the issue. Half of the teens (49%) and parents (51%) surveyed said

they were aware of a student who was bullied because of race, sexual orientation, or income level.
Students are also at a loss as to what to do when they or someone they know is threatened — only
42% of teens surveyed said they knew where and how to report a threat or risk.

The Navigate360/Zogby survey results are especially poignant because researchers have identified
an unmistakable association between bullying and suicide. What the research has shown is that
bullying can lead to thoughts of suicide for both the perpetrator and the victim, not just one or

the other. Dr. Poland recommends that when students are involved in bullying, educators and
counselors should ask both the initiator and the recipient whether they’re experiencing feelings of
hopelessness and/or thoughts of suicide.
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Download the
Guide:

How Schools & District
Leaders Can Recognize
& Prevent Student
Harm to Self & Others

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
SELF-INJURY AS A COPING
MECHANISM AND SUICIDE

Adolescents sometimes resort to intentional self-injury,
especially cutting themselves, as a way to relieve
anxiety and feelings of despair. The injury triggers

the brain to release endorphins that help regulate
emotions, Dr. Poland explains. However, as time goes
on, the behavior loses its potency. Meanwhile, teens
who indulge in cutting are becoming increasingly
comfortable with harming their bodies, which moves
them closer to the possibility of committing suicide.

“So, whenever we know a kid’s engaging in self-injury,”
Dr. Poland says, “we should ask them, ‘Have you ever
thought about suicide?””
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Youth Suicide Prevention Techniques

The prevention of adolescent suicide isn’t
solely up to schools, which are only one prong
in @ comprehensive approach that must include
parents and the community. However, as the
place where most children spend at least half
of their days every year, schools play a critical
role in preventing youth suicide. Students

who are thinking about suicide often display
warning signs that may be observed in the
classroom, hallways and lunchroom, or even
during school-sponsored extracurricular events
on and off campus.

The most powerful technique for preventing
youth suicide is creating a safe space for
educators to talk to their students about

it. That’s why it’s absolutely essential that
educators are trained and able to be a part of
the dialogue, so students know that they can
go to them for help if they or their friends are
having thoughts of suicide.

what to look for, what to do, and work as a

‘ ‘ It’'s important that all school personnel know
team to prevent a student suicide.

— DR. POLAND

School administrators who enact proven
strategies to prevent youth suicide, as well as
help surviving students cope in the aftermath
of a classmate’s suicide, will take a vital step
toward making students feel safe on campus.
The need for improvements in this area is
highlighted in the results of the April 2021
Navigate360/Zogby Strategies survey. Only
38% of teen respondents said they were
confident that school officials can create an
atmosphere of physical and social-emotional
safety in the classroom.
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RECOGNIZING WARNING SIGNS OF
YOUTH SUICIDE

We all know that every student and child is different, so

the warning signs of youth suicide will vary depending on
each individual’s situation, personality and environment. It’s
impossible to see everything or be everywhere at once, but
recognizing and being aware of common triggers, warning
signs and behaviors can help educators recognize potentially
dangerous situations.

Here are some of the common signs that a child could be at risk:

Students withdrawing from
family & friends

Parents always feel like they know their
children best, but students spend the
majority of their lives in school. As a
result, it stands to reason that teachers
and educators will observe changes in a
child’s behavior, like who they sit with at
lunch or who they used to be friends with,
before a parent is aware. Students who
were previously close with their parents or
siblings who have become detached are
often battling something internally, and
this could be an early sign of depression or
suicidal thoughts.

Students pending more time alone or only
interacting with others online

Due to COVID-19, students had no choice
but to spend less time in person with
friends, extended family and teachers.
However, retreating into social isolation is a
common warning sign of suicidal behavior.
As kids begin to re-enter a post-pandemic
world, it’s important to take note of how
they adjust to their new normal.

Students imitating suicidal behavior

Parents always feel like they know their
children best, but students spend the
majority of their lives in school. As a
result, it stands to reason that teachers
and educators will observe changes in a
child’s behavior, like who they sit with at
lunch or who they used to be friends with,
before a parent is aware. Students who
were previously close with their parents or
siblings who have become detached are
often battling something internally, and
this could be an early sign of depression or
suicidal thoughts.

Students frequently talking about suicide

Every single time a student makes a
suicidal statement, there are steps that
must be taken to make an assessment and
notify the parents. Even when kids are
joking, the statement must be evaluated, if
for no other reason than to avoid harmful
statements in the future.
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WHAT SHOULD SCHOOLS DO IF A STUDENT IS
SUSPECTED OF BEING SUICIDAL?

The primary role of schools in
suicide prevention is to make an
initial assessment of whether the
student who is thought to be suicidal
is at immediate risk and then take
appropriate action to keep the
student safe. According to Dr. Poland,
every school should have key staff
members, such as social workers,
counselors or school psychologists,
who have been trained to ask the
student certain direct questions. The
questions are listed in the Columbia
Suicide Severity Rating Scale that’s
referenced in the Navigate360
Suicide Awareness and Prevention
course.

Once initial assessment and
suicide prevention measures are
taken, school staff should use the

information to refer the student to
more comprehensive community-
based counseling and treatment while
continuing to monitor the student’s
progress.

It is also essential that parents be
notified of their child’s suicidal
behavior, unless there are suspicions
that the student is a victim of child
abuse. If abuse is suspected, then the
school should call protective services.

Dr. Poland’s guidance? “The best
scenario is the suicidal student

is handed off to a parent, law
enforcement or a mobile crisis team.”
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PREVENTION STEPS EDUCATORS CAN TAKE WHEN
STUDENTS EXHIBIT SUICIDAL BEHAVIOR

SCHOOL COUNSELORS

In a society and profession where privacy concerns are front and center, many school

counselors may wonder with whom they can share their knowledge that a student is

suicidal. Dr. Poland says the principal and teachers should definitely be informed so that \
they can be on the alert for signs that the student is in distress.

Once they’ve either been notified of a potentially suicidal student or have observed a
dangerous situation, counselors do not need to wait for confirmation from the student
to take action. While their role does require caution and careful consideration, they
cannot wait until they’re 100% certain of an issue because by that point, it may be too
late. It’s the counselor’s responsibility to sort through self-reports, peer reports, rumors
and hearsay to identify true threats and bring the right individuals into the conversation.
In some instances, the counselor will engage the parents or guardians of the at-risk
student, but not always. Furthermore, if the parents/guardians are notified and the
counselor determines that they’re not taking the threat seriously, then according to a
2018 report from the ASCA, school counselors can make the decision to report to child
protective services.

Although school administrators may not be the
ones to directly assess whether a student is having
suicidal thoughts, they still play a critical role in
youth suicide prevention. They should stay abreast
of youth suicide trends and ensure that all staff
members can recognize the signs of a student

at risk. They should also make sure their school’s
counselors, psychologists, and social workers are

trained to assess youth suicidal behavior and take
the appropriate action. Moreover, it’s important
for the school administrator to follow up with the
student’s case manager at any community-based
program where the student is receiving suicide
prevention counseling.
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OTHER STAFF MEMBERS &
TEACHERS

According to Dr. Poland, every
staff member who interacts with
students should receive annual
training on what to look for and
what to do when suicidal behavior
is suspected. This would include
almost everyone who works for
the school, including bus drivers,
cafeteria workers, and custodians,
along with faculty and teaching
staff. Scheduling training every
year is important so that the issue
remains fresh in the minds of
veteran staff, and newcomers will
be sure to receive it as well.

Download the Guide:

The Administrators
Guide to Addressing
and Preventing Suicide
eBook - written by

Dr. Crystal Ladwig and
Dr. Poland
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State
Legislative
Mandates
for Suicide
Prevention
in Schools

Thanks largely to the efforts of The Jason
Foundation, a nonprofit organization
dedicated to preventing youth suicide, a
growing number of states are mandating
that schools formally adopt staff training
programs for suicide awareness and
prevention. About 20 states have enacted
The Jason Flatt Act, which mandates

not only training but also protocols so
that school staff members know what

to do when a student is suspected of
being suicidal. The list of states that have
adopted the legislation is available by
clicking here.

Although education departments in some
states require suicide prevention programs
in their schools, Dr. Poland believes that
state mandates provide a better solution.

“A requirement is just really a
recommendation,’ he says. “A mandate
is [that] you need to do things like train
your staff on suicide prevention, have a
plan, have a protocol.”

These types of protocols ensure
consistency and accountability among
educators and schools, demonstrating that
they’re doing everything in their power to
prevent youth suicide and that they have
appropriate steps in place to do so. When
educators and school leaders take on this
accountability and follow through on the
promise to uphold these mandates, young
lives can be saved and changed for the
better.
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The Expert Behind the Navigate360
Approach

SCOTT POLAND, ED.D.

Dr. Scott Poland is a professor at the College of Psychology and
director of the Suicide and Violence Prevention Office at Nova
Southeastern University in Florida. He received his master’s
degree and doctorate from Ball State University and has had a
long, distinguished 40-year career in school-related psychology.
A licensed psychologist, he is also an internationally recognized
expert on school safety, youth suicide, self-injury, bullying, school
crisis prevention/intervention and threat assessment.

Launch Your Suicide Prevention Program
with Help from the Experts
We would love to partner with you as you develop and

implement a strong suicide prevention program that keeps
your students safe mentally, socially, and emotionally.

Give us a call at 330-661-0106 or
contact us online to get started.

If you or someone you
know might be at risk of
suicide, call the National
Suicide Prevention Lifeline
at 988 or visit their
website for additional
information.

You can also text HOME
to 741741 to connect with
the Crisis Text Line.
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