[bookmark: _Toc110925913]Communicating with Parents About Suicide, Risk of Violence, or Self-Harm
Guidance for School Staff Following a Threat Assessment or Risk Assessment

When a student has been identified as potentially at risk for self-harm, suicide, or harm to others, school staff play a vital role in ensuring that parents are informed in a timely, respectful, and supportive way. These conversations can be difficult but are essential for student safety and wellbeing. 
Below are 15 practical tips to help guide these critical discussions:

1. Prepare in Advance
· Review all relevant facts, documentation, and the outcome of the threat or risk assessment before contacting the family.
· Collaborate with the school counselor, school psychologist, school social worker, or administrator to ensure a clear, united message.
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2. Prioritize Privacy
· Choose a private setting for the conversation. Avoid public spaces or rushed hallway interactions.
· Ensure confidentiality while also involving necessary staff as appropriate.

3. Act Quickly, But Thoughtfully
· Contact parents as soon as possible. Parents often have additional information that can aid the threat assessment team.
· Avoid unnecessary delays, but be calm, composed, and emotionally grounded.
· Consider the privacy and safety of the parent as well and ask if they are in a place where they can safely and privately discuss some safety concerns regarding their child. Begin the conversation by assuring them that their child is safe but asking if now is a good time to discuss some safety concerns regarding their child. 

4. Use Compassionate and Nonjudgemental Language
· Avoid accusatory or clinical terms. Say, “We’re concerned for your child’s safety” instead of “Your child is dangerous.”
· Show empathy and understanding, regardless of the family’s initial reaction.
· Focus on concern, not blame. Frame the conversation around care and collaboration. For example: “We care deeply about your child and want to partner with you to support them.”

5. Be Clear and Specific
· Share what led to the concern (e.g., statements made, behaviors observed), while avoiding sensationalism.
· Explain the findings of the assessment in accessible, parent-friendly terms.

6. Acknowledge Emotions & Invite Questions
· Be prepared for a range of parental reactions: denial, anger, fear, sadness.
· Validate their emotions without being defensive.
“This is a lot to take in. It’s completely understandable to feel overwhelmed.”
· Check in during the conversation:
“Is this making sense so far?” or “Would it help if I explained that part again?”

Emphasize Students’ Strengths
· Reinforce that the student is more than the concern being discussed. 
· Example: “We know your child has many positive qualities; our goal is to support them through this challenge.”

8. Ask About Access to Lethal Means
· Frame the conversation around prevention: “Our goal is to help you keep your child safe during a vulnerable time.”
· Inform parents and caregivers that suicide attempts are often impulsive, and a moment of crisis can escalate very quickly. Making sure their child cannot access lethal means at the wrong time is critical. 
· Ask clear, calm questions such as, “Do you have any firearms, medications, or other potentially dangerous items at home that your child could access?” Let parents know this is a standard safety step, not an accusation.
· Be ready to share resources or suggestions (e.g., safe storage tips, locking devices, medication lock boxes) and ask if they’d like help accessing any tools.

9. Offer Next Steps and Resources
· Share your school’s safety plan, recommendations, and referrals for mental health or behavioral services.
· Be prepared to immediately provide contact information for crisis lines, counselors, or community services.
· Provide division approved information on limiting access to lethal means. Ask how the parent would like this information sent to them (emailed, texted, hardcopy, etc.). 

10. Collaborate on Safety Planning
· If applicable, involve the family in developing or reviewing a re-entry plan or safety contract.
· Ensure they understand what supports will be in place at school and what they can be doing at home.

11. Be Clear About Limits
· Emphasize that school-based threat assessments are not diagnostic tools.
· Explain that the assessment is designed to identify concerns and determine needed support or supervision, but it does not provide a clinical diagnosis or a comprehensive evaluation of mental health.
· Encourage the parent to follow up with their child’s pediatrician or a licensed mental health professional for a more thorough, diagnostic evaluation if they have ongoing concerns.
· Offer to provide a list of local mental health resources or providers if the parent is interested.
· Example: “If it would be helpful, we’re happy to share a list of community providers and services.”

12. Document the Conversation
· Keep a clear, factual record of what was discussed, what the family was told, and any agreed-upon actions.
· Include dates, times, and all staff present for accountability and follow-up.

13. Follow Up
· Schedule a time to check in with the family after initial contact.
· Demonstrate ongoing support and ensure follow-through on resources and plans.

14. Know When to Involve Additional Authorities
· If there is an imminent risk to safety, follow your district’s crisis response protocols and involve emergency services or child protective services as required by law.
· If the parent plans to seek outside support for their child, kindly ask if they would be willing to complete a release of information form. This allows designated school staff to communicate directly with external providers who are supporting their child, ensuring better coordination of care.

15. Take Care of Yourself
· These conversations can be emotionally taxing. Debrief with a colleague or supervisor and practice self-care after difficult interactions.

Final Note:
Every conversation with a parent about student safety is an opportunity to build trust and create a network of support for the child. While the topic may be serious, your presence, professionalism, and compassion make a powerful difference.
988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline:
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The 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline is a free, confidential resource available 24/7 for anyone experiencing a mental health crisis, emotional distress, thoughts of suicide, or substance use concerns. As a parent, you or your child can call, text, or chat 988 at any time to connect with a trained crisis counselor who will listen, offer support without judgment, and help you find local resources if needed. The service is not just for emergencies, it’s also there if you’re worried about your child or someone else and need guidance on how to help. Counselors are specially trained to support people of all ages, and fewer than 2% of calls require emergency services, so you can feel comfortable reaching out for help whenever you need it. 
Additional resources for supporting parents and caregivers can be found on the Virginia Department of Education’s 
Supporting Student Safety: Parent and Caregiver Resources for Suicide and Violence Prevention webpage.
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