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After a Suicide: A Toolkit for Schools addresses Objective 4.2 of the National Strategy for Suicide
Prevention: Increase the proportion of school districts and private school associations with
evidence-based programs designed to address serious childhood and adolescent distress and
prevent suicide.

This document was funded by AFSP and SPRC. SPRC is supported by a grant from the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA) (Grant No. 5 U79 SM57392-05). Any opinions, findings, and
conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those of its authors and do not
necessarily reflect the views of SAMHSA or the Department of Health and Human Services.

Cite as: American Foundation for Suicide Prevention and Suicide Prevention Resource Center.

2011. After a Suicide: A Toolkit for Schools. Newton, MA: Education Development Center, Inc.

The American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (AFSP) is the leading national not-for-profit
organization exclusively dedicated to understanding and preventing suicide through research,
education, and advocacy, and to reaching out to people with mental disorders and those

impacted by suicide. www.afsp.org

The Suicide Prevention Resource Center (SPRC) promotes the implementation of the National
Strategy for Suicide Prevention and enhances the nation’s mental health infrastructure by
providing states, government agencies, private organizations, colleges and universities, and
suicide survivor and mental health consumer groups with access to the science and experience
that can support their efforts to develop programs, implement interventions, and promote
policies to prevent suicide. www.sprc.org
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Introduction and Executive Summary

Suicide in a school community is tremendously sad, often unexpected, and can leave a school
with many uncertainties about what to do next. Faced with students struggling to cope and
a community struggling to respond, schools need reliable information, practical tools, and
pragmatic guidance.

The American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (AFSP) and the Suicide Prevention Resource
Center (SPRC), two of the nation’s leading suicide prevention organizations, have collaborated
to produce this toolkit to assist schools in the aftermath of a suicide (or other death) in the
school community. Both organizations have often been contacted by schools in the aftermath
of a suicide death. Because neither AFSP nor SPRC have the capacity to provide customized
technical assistance in these circumstances, this toolkit was created to help schools determine
what to do, when, and how. It is a highly practical resource for schools facing real-time crises.
While designed specifically to address the aftermath of suicide, schools will find it useful
following other deaths as well.

The toolkit reflects consensus recommendations developed in consultation with a diverse group
of national experts, including school-based personnel, clinicians, researchers, and crisis response
professionals. It incorporates relevant existing material and research findings as well as references,
templates, and links to additional information and assistance. It is not, however, intended to be a
comprehensive curriculum. For more resources, see Additional Information.

After a Suicide: A Toolkit for Schools includes an overview of key considerations, general guidelines
for action, do’s and don'ts, templates, and sample materials, all in an easily accessible format
applicable to diverse populations and communities. Principles that have guided the development
of the toolkit include the following:

* Schools should strive to treat all student deaths in the same way. Having one approach for a
student who dies of cancer (for example) and another for a student who dies by suicide
reinforces the unfortunate stigma that still surrounds suicide and may be deeply and unfairly
painful to the deceased student’s family and close friends.

* At the same time, schools should be aware that adolescents are vulnerable to the risk of suicide
contagion. It is important not to inadvertently simplify, glamorize, or romanticize the student
or his/her death.

* Schools should emphasize that the student who died by suicide was likely struggling with a
mental disorder, such as depression or anxiety, that can cause substantial psychological pain
but may not have been apparent to others (or that may have shown as behavior problems or
substance abuse).

* Help is available for any student who may be struggling with mental health issues or
suicidal feelings.
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Specific areas addressed in the toolkit are listed below:

Crisis Response

A suicide death in a school community requires implementing a coordinated crisis response to
assist staff, students, and families who are impacted by the death and to restore an environment
focused on education. Whether or not there is a Crisis Response Plan already in place, the toolkit
contains information that can be used to initiate a coordinated response once the basic facts
about the death have been obtained. Included are a Team Leader’s Checklist (who does what),
talking points for use with students, staff, parents, and the media; sample handouts; meeting
guidelines; and links to additional resources.

Helping Students Cope

Most adolescents have mastered basic skills that allow them to handle strong emotions
encountered day to day, but these skills may be challenged in the face of a school suicide.
Moreover, adolescence marks a time of increased risk for difficulties with emotional regulation,
given the intensification of responses that come with puberty and the structural changes in

the brain that occur during this developmental period. Schools should provide students with
appropriate opportunities to express their emotions and identify strategies for managing them, so
that the school can return to its primary focus of education.

Working with the Community

Because schools exist within the context of a larger community, it is important that in the
aftermath of a suicide (or other death) the school administrative team establish and maintain open
lines of communication with community partners such as the coroner/medical examiner, police
department, mayor’s office, funeral director, clergy, and mental health professionals. Even in those
realms where the school may have limited authority (such as the funeral), a collaborative approach
allows for the sharing of important information and coordination of strategies. A coordinated
approach can be especially critical when the suicide receives a great deal of media coverage and
when the community is looking to the school for guidance, support, answers, and leadership.

Memorialization

School communities often wish to memorialize a student who has died, reflecting a basic human
desire to remember those we have lost. It can be challenging for schools to strike a comfortable
balance between compassionately meeting the needs of distraught students while preserving the
ability of the school to fulfill its primary purpose of education. In the case of suicide, schools
must also consider how to appropriately memorialize the student who has died without risking
suicide contagion among those surviving students who may themselves be at risk. It is very
important that schools strive to treat all deaths in the same way.

Social Media

Social media such as texting, Facebook, and Twitter are rapidly becoming the primary means of
communication for people of all ages, especially youth. While these communications generally take
place outside of school (and may therefore fall outside of the school’s control or jurisdiction), they
can nevertheless be utilized as part of the school’s response after a student’s suicide. By working in

7
AFSP&SPRC: AFTER A SUICIDE | A Toolkit for Schools 2011



partnership with key students to identify and monitor the relevant social networking sites, schools can
strategically use social media to share prevention-oriented safe messaging, offer support to students
who may be struggling to cope, and identify and respond to students who could be at risk themselves.

Suicide Contagion

Contagion is the process by which one suicide may contribute to another. In fact, in some
cases suicide(s) can even follow the death of a student from other causes, such as an accident.
Although contagion is comparatively rare (accounting for between 1 percent and 5 percent

of all suicide deaths annually), adolescents appear to be more susceptible to imitative suicide
than adults, largely because they may identify more readily with the behavior and qualities

of their peers. If there appears to be contagion, school administrators should consider taking
additional steps beyond the basic crisis response, including stepping up efforts to identify other
students who may be at heightened risk of suicide, collaborating with community partners in a
coordinated suicide prevention effort, and possibly bringing in outside experts.

Bringing in Outside Help

School crisis team members should remain mindful of their own limitations and consider
bringing in trained trauma responders from other school districts or local mental health centers
to help them as needed.

Going Forward

In the ensuing months, schools may wish to consider implementing suicide awareness programs
to educate teachers, other school personnel, and students themselves about the causes of suicidal
behavior in young people and to identify those who may be at risk.

Additional Information*
American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (AFSP) and others. Reporting on suicide: Recommendations for
the media. (2001). http://www.afsp.org/media

Centers for Disease Control (CDC). CDC recommendations for a community plan for the prevention and
containment of suicide clusters. (1988). http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/00001755.htm
(Note: These recommendations were drafted in 1988, and some of them—specifically those relating to
memorialization and announcing the suicide death over the school loudspeaker—have been updated in this
toolkit to better reflect current knowledge and practices in the field of suicide postvention.)

Kerr M. M., Brent D. A., McKain B., McCommons P. S. A guide for a school’s response in the aftermath of sudden
death. 4th edition. (2003).
http://www.starcenter.pitt.edu/files/document/Postvention.pdf

Suicide Prevention Resource Center (SPRC.) At-a-glance: Safe reporting on suicide. (2005)
http://www.sprc.org/library/at a glance.pdf

Suicide Prevention Resource Center (SPRC). Safe and effective messaging for suicide prevention. (2006)
http://www.sprc.org/library/SafeMessagingfinal.pdf

*See also Additional Information resources at the end of each section.
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Get The Facts First

In the event of a possible suicide death within a school community, it is critical that the
school first obtain confirmed and accurate information.

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

While it may not always be possible to immediately ascertain all of the details about the death,
confirming as much information as possible is important because speculation and rumors can
exacerbate emotional upheaval within the school. If the cause of death has not been confirmed to
be suicide, if there is an ongoing investigation, or if the family does not want the cause of death
disclosed, it can be challenging for a school to determine how to proceed.

Confirm the Cause of Death

The school’s principal or superintendent should first check with the coroner and/or the medical
examiner’s office (or, if necessary, local law enforcement) to ascertain the official cause of death.
If the death has been ruled a suicide, the school can proceed to communicate as described in the
crisis response section.

If the Cause of Death Is Unconfirmed

If the body has not yet been recovered or if there is an ongoing investigation, schools should
state that the cause of death is still being determined and that additional information will be
forthcoming once it has been confirmed. Acknowledge that there are rumors (which are often
inaccurate), and remind students that rumors can be deeply hurtful and unfair to the missing/
deceased person, their family, and their friends.

If there is an ongoing investigation, schools should check with local law enforcement before
speaking about the death with students who may need to be interviewed by the authorities.

If the Family Does Not Want the Cause of Death Disclosed

While the fact that a student has died may be disclosed immediately, information about the
cause of death should not be disclosed to students until the family has been consulted. If the
death has been declared a suicide but the family does not want it disclosed, someone from

the administration or counseling staff who has a good relationship with the family should be
designated to contact them to explain that students are already talking about the death amongst
themselves, and that having adults in the school community talk to students about suicide and
its causes can help keep students safe.

If the family refuses to permit disclosure, schools can state, “The family has requested that
information about the cause of death not be shared at this time” and can nevertheless use the
opportunity to talk with students about the phenomenon of suicide: “We know there has been
a lot of talk about whether this was a suicide death. Since the subject of suicide has been raised,
we want to take this opportunity to give you accurate information about suicide in general, ways to
prevent it, and how to get help if you or someone you know is feeling depressed or may be suicidal.”
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Crisis Response

Once a suicide death has been confirmed, the school should immediately implement a
coordinated crisis response in order to effectively manage the situation, provide opportunities for
grief support, maintain an environment focused on normal educational activities, help students

cope with their feelings, and minimize the risk of suicide contagion. What follows can be used
by any school, regardless of whether there is a pre-existing Crisis Response Plan in place.

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

The Crisis Response Team Leader (usually the school psychologist or counselor) has overall
responsibility for the duration of the crisis. She or he should immediately assemble a Crisis
Response Team, which will be responsible for implementing the various elements of the
crisis response.

The Crisis Response Team should be composed of at least five or six (but no more than 15) people
chosen for their skills, credentials, and ability to work compassionately and effectively under
pressure—ideally a combination of administrators, counselors, social workers, psychologists,
nurses, and/or school resource officers. It can also be useful to include a member of the school’s
information technology or computer lab staff.

The Crisis Response Team Leader should designate one individual as the Team Coordinator.

Crisis Response Team Leader’s Checklist

* Inform the school superintendent of the death.

* Contact the deceased’s family to offer condolences, inquire what the school can do to assist,
discuss what students should be told, and inquire about funeral arrangements.

¢ Call an immediate meeting of the Crisis Response Team to assign responsibilities.

* Establish a plan to immediately notify faculty and staff of the death via the school’s crisis alert
system (usually phone or e-mail).

* Schedule an initial all-staff meeting as soon as possible (ideally before school starts in the
morning).

* Arrange for students to be notified of the death in small groups such as homerooms
or advisories (not by overhead announcement or in a large assembly) and disseminate a
death notification statement for students to homeroom teachers, advisors, or others

leading those groups.

* Draft and disseminate a death notification statement for parents.

* Disseminate handouts on Facts About Suicide and Mental Disorders in Adolescents
and Talking About Suicide to faculty.

* Speak with school superintendent and Crisis Response Team Coordinator throughout
the day.

* Determine whether additional grief counselors, crisis responders, or other resources may be
needed from outside the school.
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Team Coordinator’s Checklist

The tasks below may be delegated as appropriate to specific staff or faculty in the school.

* Conduct initial all-staff meeting.

* Conduct periodic meetings for the Crisis Response Team members.

* Monitor activities throughout school, making sure teachers, staff, and Crisis Response Team
members have adequate support and resources.

* Plan parent meeting if necessary.

* Assign roles and responsibilities to Crisis Response Team members in the areas of Safety,
Operations, Community Liaisons, Funeral, Media Relations, and Social Media.

Safety

* Keep to regular school hours.

* Ensure that students follow established dismissal procedures.

* Call on school resource officers or plant manager to assist parents and others who may show
up at the school and to keep media off of school grounds.

* Pay attention to students who are having particular difficulty, including those who may be
congregating in hallways and bathrooms, and encourage them to talk with counselors or
other appropriate school personnel.

Operations

* Assign a staff or faculty member to follow the deceased student’s schedule to monitor peer
reactions and answer questions.

* If possible, arrange for several substitute teachers or “floaters” from other schools within
the district to be on hand in the building in case teachers need to take time out of
their classrooms.

* Arrange for crisis counseling rooms for staff and students.

* Provide tissues and water throughout the building and arrange for food for faculty and
crisis counselors.

* Work with administration, faculty, and counselors to identify individuals who may be having
particular difficulty, such as family members, close friends, and teammates; those who had
difficulties with the deceased; those who may have witnessed the death; and students known
to have depression or prior suicidality; and work with school counseling staff to develop plans
to provide psychological first aid to them.

* Prepare to track and respond to student and/or family requests for memorialization.

Community Liaisons
* Several Team members will be needed, each serving as the primary contact

for working with community partners of various types, including:

© coroner/medical examiner, to ensure accuracy of information disseminated to

school community

o police, as necessary, to ensure student safety

Ll
AFSP&SPRC: AFTER A SUICIDE | A Toolkit for Schools 2011



> mayor’s office and local government, to facilitate community-wide response to the
suicide death

> mental health and medical communities, as well as grief support organizations, to plan for
service needs

o arranging for outside trauma responders and briefing them as they arrive on scene

Funeral

* Communicate with the funeral director about logistics, including the need for crisis
counselors and/or security to be present at the funeral. Encourage family to consider holding
the funeral off school grounds and outside of school hours if at all possible.

* Discuss with the family the importance of communicating with clergy or whomever will
be conducting the funeral to emphasize the importance of connecting suicide to underlying
mental health issues (such as depression) and not romanticizing the death in ways that could
risk contagion.

* Depending on the family’s wishes, help disseminate information about the funeral to
students, parents and staff, including:

o location

o time of the funeral (keep school open if the funeral is during school hours)

> what to expect (for example, whether there will be an open casket)

o guidance regarding how to express condolences to the family

o policy for releasing students during school hours to attend (i.e., students will be released
only with permission of parent, guardian, or designated adult)

* Work with school counselors and community mental health professionals to arrange for
counselors to attend the funeral.

* Encourage parents to accompany their child to the funeral.

Media Relations

* Prepare a media statement.

* Designate a media spokesperson who will field media inquiries utilizing Key Messages for

Media Spokesperson document.
* Advise staff that only the media spokesperson is authorized to speak to the media.

* Advise students to avoid interviews with the media.

* Refer media outlets to Reporting on Suicide: Recommendations for the Media.

Social Media

* Oversee school’s use of social media as part of the crisis response.

* Consider convening a small group of the deceased’s friends to work with school
administration to monitor social networking sites and other social media.
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Additional Information
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Introduction to incident command structure for schools.
(2010). http://training.fema.gov/EMIWeb/is/is100sca.asp

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Resources for parents and teachers.
http://www.fema.gov/kids/safes6.htm

SPAN USA and Suicide Prevention Resource Center (SPRC). Help at hand: Supporting survivors of suicide loss. A
guide for funeral directors. (2008). http://www.sprc.org/library/funeraldirectors.pdf

TOOLS FOR CRISIS RESPONSE (beginning on the following page):

Sample Agenda for Initial All-Staff Meeting
Sample Death Notification Statement for Students

Sample Death Notification Statement for Parents

Sample Media Statement

Key Messages for Media Spokesperson
Sample Agenda for Parent Meeting

Talking About Suicide

Facts about Suicide and Mental Disorders in Adolescents
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Sample Agenda for Initial All-Staff Meeting

This meeting is typically conducted by the Crisis Response Team Leader and should be held as soon as
possible, ideally before school starts in the morning.

Depending on when the death occurs, there may not be enough time to hold the meeting before students
have begun to hear the news through word of mouth, text messaging, or other means. If this happens, the
Crisis Response Team Leader should first verify the accuracy of the reports and then notify staff of the death
through the school’s predetermined crisis alert system, such as e-mail or calls to classroom phones. Remem-
ber that information about the cause of death should be withheld until the family has been consulted.

Goals of Initial Meeting

Allow at least one hour to address the following goals:

* Introduce the Crisis Response Team members.

* Share accurate information about the death.

* Allow staff an opportunity to express their own reactions and grief. Identify anyone who may need
additional support and refer them to appropriate resources.

* Provide appropriate faculty (e.g., homeroom teachers or advisors) with a scripted death notification

statement for students. Arrange coverage for any staff who are unable to manage reading the statement.
* Prepare for student reactions and questions by providing handouts to staff on Talking About Suicide
and Facts About Suicide and Mental Disorders in Adolescents.

* Explain plans for the day, including locations of crisis counseling rooms.

* Remind all staff of the important role they may play in identifying changes in behavior among the
students they know and see every day, and discuss plan for handling students who are having difficulty.

* Brief staff about identifying and referring at-risk students as well as the need to keep records of
those efforts.

* Apprise staff of any outside crisis responders or others who will be assisting.

* Remind staff of student dismissal protocol for funeral.

* Identify which Crisis Response Team member has been designated as the media spokesperson and
instruct staff to refer all media inquiries to him or her.

End of the First Day

It can also be helpful for the Crisis Response Team Leader and/or the Team Coordinator to have an all-
staff meeting at the end of the first day. This meeting provides an opportunity to take the following steps:
* Offer verbal appreciation of the staff.
* Review the day’s challenges and successes.
* Debrief, share experiences, express concerns, and ask questions.
* Check in with staff to assess whether any of them need additional support, and refer accordingly.
* Disseminate information regarding the death and/or funeral arrangements.
* Discuss plans for the next day.
* Remind staff of the importance of self-care.
* Remind staff of the importance of documenting crisis response efforts for future planning
and understanding.
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Sample Death Notification Statement for Students

Use in small groups such as homerooms or advisories, not in assemblies or over loudspeakers.

Option 1 - When the death has been ruled a suicide

It is with great sadness that I have to tell you that one of our students, , has taken [his/her]
own life. All of us want you to know that we are here to help you in any way we can.

A suicide death presents us with many questions that we may not be able to answer right away. Rumors
may begin to circulate, and we ask that you not spread rumors you may hear. We'll do our best to give
you accurate information as it becomes known to us.

Suicide is a very complicated act. It is usually caused by a mental disorder such as depression, which can
prevent a person from thinking clearly about his or her problems and how to solve them. Sometimes
these disorders are not identified or noticed; in other cases, a person with a disorder will show obvious
symptoms or signs. One thing is certain: there are treatments that can help. Suicide should never, ever
be an option.

Each of us will react to s death in our own way, and we need to be respectful of each other.
Feeling sad is a normal response to any loss. Some of you may not have known very well and
may not be as affected, while others may experience a great deal of sadness. Some of you may find you're
having difficulty concentrating on your schoolwork, and others may find that diving into your work is a
good distraction.

We have counselors available to help our school community deal with this sad loss and to enable us to
understand more about suicide. If youd like to talk to a counselor, just let your teachers know.

Please remember that we are all here for you.

Option 2 — When the cause of death is unconfirmed

It is with great sadness that I have to tell you that one of our students, , has died. All of us
want you to know that we are here to help you in any way we can.

The cause of death has not yet been determined by the authorities. We are aware that there has been
some talk about the possibility that this was a suicide death. Rumors may begin to circulate, and we
ask that you not spread rumors since they may turn out to be inaccurate and can be deeply hurtful
and unfair to as well as [his/her] family and friends. We'll do our best to give you accurate
information as it becomes known to us.

Each of us will react to s death in our own way, and we need to be respectful of each other.
Feeling sad is a normal response to any loss. Some of you may not have known very well and
may not be as affected, while others may experience a great deal of sadness. Some of you may find you're
having difficulty concentrating on your schoolwork, and others may find that diving into your work is a
good distraction. We have counselors available to help our school community deal with this sad loss. If
youd like to talk to a counselor, just let your teachers know.

Please remember that we are all here for you.
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Option 3 — When the family has requested that the cause of death not be

disclosed

It is with great sadness that I have to tell you that one of our students, , has died. All of us
want you to know that we are here to help you in any way we can.

The family has requested that information about the cause of death not be shared at this time.

We are aware that there has been some talk about the possibility that this was a suicide death. Rumors
may begin to circulate, and we ask that you not spread rumors since they may turn out to be inaccurate
and can be deeply hurtful and unfair to as well as [his/her] family and friends. We'll do our best
to give you accurate information as it becomes known to us.

Since the subject has been raised, we do want to take this opportunity to remind you that suicide, when
it does occur, is a very complicated act. It is usually caused by a mental disorder such as depression,
which can prevent a person from thinking clearly about his or her problems and how to solve them.
Sometimes these disorders are not identified or noticed; in other cases a person with a disorder will show
obvious symptoms or signs. One thing is certain: there are treatments that can help. Suicide should
never, ever be an option.

Each of us will react to s death in our own way, and we need to be respectful of each other.
Feeling sad is a normal response to any loss. Some of you may not have known very well and
may not be as affected, while others may experience a great deal of sadness. Some of you may find you're
having difficulty concentrating on your schoolwork, and others may find that diving into your work is a
good distraction. We have counselors available to help our school community deal with this sad loss. If
youd like to talk to a counselor, just let your teachers know.

Please remember that we are all here for you.
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Sample Death Notification Statement for Parents

To be sent by e-mail or regular mail

Option 1 - When the death has been ruled suicide

I am writing with great sadness to inform you that one of our students, , has died. Our
thoughts and sympathies are with [his/her] family and friends.

All of the students were given the news of the death by their teacher in [advisory/homeroom] this
morning. I have included a copy of the announcement that was read to them.

The cause of death was suicide. We want to take this opportunity to remind our community that
suicide is a very complicated act. It is usually caused by a mental disorder such as depression, which can
prevent a person from thinking clearly about his or her problems and how to solve them. Sometimes
these disorders are not identified or noticed; other times, a person with a disorder will show obvious
symptoms or signs. I am including some information that may be helpful to you in discussing suicide
with your child.

Members of our Crisis Response Team are available to meet with students individually and in groups
today as well as over the coming days and weeks. Please contact the school office if you feel your child is
in need of additional assistance; we have a list of school and community mental health resources.

Information about the funeral service will be made available as soon as we have it. If your child wishes
to attend, we strongly encourage you to accompany him or her to the service. If the funeral is scheduled
during school hours, students who wish to attend will need parental permission to be released

from sch