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Responding to Teens at School – Non-Suicidal Self-Injury 
 

1. Address any medical needs, insure physical safety 
2. Screen for suicidal ideation and/or assess for other co-morbidity 

• Plan, preparation, access to means, past attempts, other significant history 
• Be direct with questioning about topics involving danger to self or others  

3. Use a team approach and/or consultation with colleagues 
4. Develop short-term plans for safety 
5. Notify and collaborate with parents; help link them with appropriate resources 

and community support 
• Reactions may vary depending upon the severity of behavior 

6. Control for the contagion effect  - be proactive 
• Assess factors that may contribute 
• Direct modeling influence or competition with others 
• Disinhibition 
• Peer or group hierarchies or desire for group cohesiveness 
• Pseudo-contagion episodes 

 
Do: 

! Acknowledge the behavior as something you are familiar with 
! Forge and alliance with the teen 
! Listen and acknowledge feelings 
! Take the child’s concerns seriously 
! Respond without being directive or judgmental 
! Create a safe and caring place for student to talk, cry, or rant without criticism 

about feelings 
! Provide hope 
! Help them to see consequences of behavior/choices 
! Help to think through choices 
! Help to tolerate/accept feelings 
! Help to separate anger from violence 
! Utilize what the person has access to 
! Try to understand the meaning and them help to communicate more directly 
 

Don’t: 
! React with horror or discomfort to the disclosure 
! Ask abrupt and rapid questions  
! Threaten or get angry 
! Engage in power struggles & demand that they just stop 
! Accuse them of attention-seeking 
! Get frustrated if behavior continues after treatment has begun 
! Ignore other warning signs 
! Engage in power struggles 
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! Try to rescue the student 
! Focus on the showing of scars 
! Use cathartic methods 
! Use substitute behaviors 
! Use hypnotherapy for memory recovery 
! Minimize the behavior 
 

Developing Short Term Plans for Safety 
 
1. Short term plan serves to help stabilize student until community support can begin 
2. Do not over-emphasize expectation that student is not to self-injure or stop 

behavior  
3. Help students to identify the triggers for the behavior and possible physical cues 
4. Help them to understand the function of the behavior 
5. Encourage student to talk to someone and use an identified strategy from their 

toolbox before injuring (give help line phone numbers) 
6. Remove objects when appropriate 
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