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What Are We Solving For?
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The answer is: All of the above.

Comfort creating 
safety plans

When a youth is seen by a school 
clinician or crisis responder, staff 

know how to complete a 
collaborative, usable plan.

Connection with 
community providers

Schools understand, support, and 
communicate around safety plans 
created outside the school setting.

Family and caregiver 
engagement

Adults know what the plan is, what 
role they play, and how to support 
safety without making the youth feel 
punished.

Workflow clarity

Grantees help partners clarify who 
identifies risk, who safety plans, who 
follows up, and how information 
moves safely.

Quality and usability

Safety plans are specific, youth-
centered, culturally responsive, 
accessible, and reviewed over time.

This session is less about completing a form and more about building a system where safety planning can work.

Systemwide approach

Grantees help partners implement 
systemwide approaches to suicide 
prevention where safety planning is 
an important tool within the overall 
workflow and best practices.
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Learning Objectives

▪ Describe how safety planning fits within a broader 
suicide care pathway for youth.

▪ Identify common implementation barriers in schools 
and community settings.

▪ Discuss practical strategies for engaging youth, 
caregivers, school staff, and community providers.

▪ Apply a workflow lens to improve plan quality, 
handoffs, follow-up, and use.

▪ Identify ways GLS grantees and evaluators can assess 
reach, consistency, and usefulness.

Youth Safety Planning in the Real World 3 | 



ZEROSUICIDEINSTITUTE.EDC.ORG

Safety Planning Fits Within a Care Pathway

Identify

Recognize risk 
through concern, 
disclosure, 
screening, or 
assessment

Engage

Collaborate with 
youth and supports 
to reduce risk and 
increase connection

Plan

Create a safety plan 
and address lethal 
means safety

Connect

Make warm 
handoffs to school/
community/clinical 
supports

Follow up

Review the plan, 
coordinate reentry, 
and close the loop

A safety plan is strongest when the surrounding workflow supports it.
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Zero Suicide Helps Us Think Beyond the Form

Operational conditions
Lead • Train • Improve

Clinical pathway
Identify • Engage • Treat • 

Transition

School translation
Policies • Roles • Handoffs • 

Follow-up

▪ Schools may not deliver every element of 
suicide-specific care, but they are often 
essential to identification, safety planning, 
family communication, referral, and 
reentry.

▪ GLS grantees can help schools and 
community partners build the conditions 
that make safety planning more consistent 
and useful.

▪ Suicide prevention in schools should entail 
a comprehensive, systemwide approach.
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Why Safety Plan?
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▪ 45% reduction in suicidal behaviors 
compared to treatment as usual

▪ More than double the odds of attending 
at least one outpatient session

▪ Safety planning provides an immediate 
intervention that school professionals 
can provide to keep students safe

For youth, the plan must be understandable, accessible, 
and connected to real people and real settings.
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Suicide Risk Curve
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Who should receive a Safety Plan?
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▪ …at risk for suicide

▪ …experiencing a suicidal crisis

▪ …with suicidal thoughts

▪ …who is in distress and has attempted 
suicide in the past 

Any individual…
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When should someone receive a Safety Plan?
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▪ After suicide risk is identified through screening, 
disclosure, staff concern, peer/family concern, or 
assessment.

▪ Before the youth leaves the setting where risk 
was identified, when possible.

▪ When a youth is waiting for treatment or 
transitioning between levels of care.

▪ As part of school reentry and follow-up after 
crisis care, ED visit, or hospitalization.

▪ Whenever the existing plan is outdated, unused, 
inaccessible, or no longer fits the youth’s life.
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Safety Planning in Context

10 | 

Identify suicide 
risk through 
screening and 
comprehensive 
assessment

Complete safety 
plan and lethal 
means counseling 
for individuals with 
suicide risk

Communicate with 
family members 
and other 
supporters

Regularly review 
and revise plans as 
needed

Does the current plan help the young person in the moment they actually need it?
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Where should Safety Plans happen?
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▪ Outpatient care

▪ Ped/PC offices

▪ Emergency departments

▪ Inpatient settings

▪ Respite care

▪ Crisis hotlines

▪ Mobile crisis

▪ Schools
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What is Safety Planning?
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▪ A brief, prioritized, written plan in the young 
person’s own words.

▪ A collaborative intervention that identifies 
warning signs, coping strategies, distractions, 
social supports, professional supports, crisis 
options, and lethal means safety steps.

▪ A tool the youth can use before or during a 
suicidal crisis.

▪ A plan that should be reviewed and revised over 
time.

no-harm/

no-suicide 
contract

A safety plan is about what the youth will do to stay safe, not what they promise not to do.
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Safety Planning Includes Lethal Means Safety
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▪ Lethal means safety should be addressed directly 
and practically with caregivers and appropriate 
supports.

▪ In schools, this may include thinking beyond the 
home: school environment, transportation, 
activities, community settings, and online/peer 
dynamics.

▪ Plans should be consistent with state laws and 
organizational policy.

▪ Staff should know who is responsible for the 
conversation and how it is documented.
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Why should planning be collaborative?

Youth Safety Planning in the Real World

▪ Creates a plan unique to the individual

▪ Recognizes the individual’s autonomy 
and expertise

▪ Supports provides to practice in a way 
that is culturally responsive
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What makes Safety Planning Collaborative?
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Collaboration is…

▪ Conversational

▪ Listening and asking questions

▪ Guiding and problem-solving

▪ Respecting youth autonomy

▪ Using the youth’s own words

Collaboration is not…

▪ Scripted

▪ Handing over a checklist

▪ Giving a list of generic options

▪ Judging choices

▪ Completing the form without 
engagement

What gets in the way of collaboration in your setting?
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Developmental Considerations

Youth Safety Planning in the Real World

▪ Use modified language and/or  images

▪ Focus on collaboration and 
understanding

▪ Balance fostering autonomy with 
guidance and support

▪ Consider all environments where youth 
spend their time
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A growing area of research and practice

Safety Planning with 
Elementary Youth

▪ Currented recommendations from limited research 
include:

▪ Be sure to include parents/guardians

▪ Use clear language with real-world examples

▪ Ask children to identify adults in different settings 
instead of identifying settings to go to for distraction

▪ Use images and icons

▪ Allow breaks within the safety planning process

▪ Ensure safety plan aligns with developmental ability 
of youth

Youth Safety Planning in the Real World

Itzhaky, L., & Stanley, B. (2024); Abbott‐Smith, S., 
Ring, N., Dougall, N., & Davey, J. (2023).
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Example of Visual 
Safety Plan
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Engaging Caregivers
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▪ Explain the purpose of the safety plan in plain 
language: it is a tool to support safety and reduce 
risk, not a punishment.

▪ Clarify what caregivers need to know, what they 
should do, and when they should escalate concerns.

▪ Discuss lethal means safety in concrete, practical 
terms.

▪ Help caregivers understand confidentiality 
boundaries and the school’s duty to protect safety.

▪ Include trusted adults when appropriate, while 
recognizing that family relationships vary.

How do caregivers learn their role before the next crisis?

Youth Safety Planning in the Real World
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After Your Child’s Suicide Attempt Trailer

Youth Safety Planning in the Real World

Film  resources: zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents

Film & resources: zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents

https://zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents
https://zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents
https://zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents
https://zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents
https://zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents
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Section 8: The Safety Plan — 7:10

Youth Safety Planning in the Real World

Film  resources: zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents

Film & resources: zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents

https://zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents
https://zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents
https://zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents
https://zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents
https://zerosuicide.edc.org/supporting-parents
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Safety Planning During School Reentry
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▪ Reentry after hospitalization or crisis care should include 
a plan for academic, social, emotional, and physical 
needs.

▪ Common supports may include gradual return, check-
ins, counseling, reduced workload, flexible deadlines, 
breaks, or access to a trusted adult.

▪ The safety plan should be reviewed for what applies 
during the school day.

▪ Schools, caregivers, and providers should have clear 
expectations for follow-up and communication.

What practices are in place to assist youth and their families 
as they transition from inpatient/ED to school?
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Working with Parents After a Hospitalization
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Young Mathematicians, Burt Granofsky/EDC

School Setting Considerations

▪ Ensure staff trained in safety planning have time 
and capacity to do it

▪ Coordinate with external community mental 
health providers on safety plans

▪ Consider providing school-specific safety plans

▪ Integrate safety plan discussions into student 
reentry meetings

▪ Align safety plans with student behavioral 
management plans (IEPs, 504 Plans etc.,)

▪ Provide ongoing PD in safety planning

▪ Include safety planning in district protocols

Youth Safety Planning in the Real World
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What do teachers and staff need to know?
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▪ They usually do not need the full safety plan.

▪ They do need to know who to contact, what warning 
signs or changes to watch for, and what supports or 
accommodations are expected.

▪ They need clear guidance on what to do if the student 
appears distressed or at risk.

▪ They need to avoid becoming the sole holder of risk 
information.

▪ They need a process that protects the youth’s privacy 
while supporting safety.
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Building Safety Planning Into the School Workflow
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▪ Move from one-time compliance to routine practice.

▪ Embed safety planning into protocols, training, role 
expectations, caregiver communication, referral 
pathways, reentry, and quality improvement.

▪ Make sure school and community partners share a 
common language.

▪ Use data and real cases to improve the workflow over 
time.

The goal is not just to make a safety plan. The goal is to build a safer system around the youth.
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The Missing Piece Is Often the Workflow
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▪ Who identifies suicide risk?

▪ Who completes or reviews the safety plan?

▪ Who contacts caregivers?

▪ Who coordinates with community providers?

▪ Who follows up with the youth and family?

▪ Where is the plan stored, and who needs access?

▪ How is the plan reviewed and updated?

A good safety plan can fail if no one knows what happens next.
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Safety Planning Across School and Community Settings

School concern

Staff notice, 
disclosure, 
screening, 
peer/family concern

Risk response

Protocol, 
assessment, 
caregiver 
communication

Safety plan

Youth-centered plan 
+ lethal means 
safety

Warm handoff

School/community 
provider connection

Follow up

Check-ins, reentry, 
plan review

GLS grantees can support the agreements and training that make this flow work.
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Communicating with External Providers

Obtain parental consent to share 
with community mental health 

provider(s)

Send to community 
mental health 
providers and 

encourage 
parents/youth to share

Obtain parental consent to 
communicate with community 

mental health provider(s) on 
any external safety plans

Community mental 
health providers 

and/or parents/youth 
share student’s 
safety plan with 

school

Update any school-
based safety plan as 

needed

Student Develops             
Safety Plan with 

Community Provider

Student Develops Safety 
Plan with School
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Working with Community Providers
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▪ Ask whether a youth has an existing safety plan and who 
created it.

▪ Clarify what parts of the plan the school can support 
during the school day.

▪ Establish warm handoff expectations with community 
mental health centers, crisis services, pediatric/primary 
care, and hospital/ED partners.

▪ Use MOUs or local agreements when possible to clarify 
communication and referral pathways.

▪ Build relationships before the crisis, not during the crisis.
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Common Implementation Barriers
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Which barrier is most common in your GLS work?

Staff confidence

Fear of saying the wrong thing 
or not knowing scope.

Workflow gaps

Unclear roles for safety planning, 
referral, documentation, and 
follow-up.

Family engagement

Caregivers may feel blamed, 
overwhelmed, unavailable, or 
unsure of their role.

Plan quality

Plans may be generic, 
inaccessible, not youth-
centered, or not practiced.

Handoffs

Referrals happen, but connection 
and follow-up are not confirmed.

Data and evaluation

Teams may not know how often 
plans are created, used, or 
updated.

Policy/Practice

Suicide prevention is not 
schoolwide or comprehensive 
enough to get traction needed.
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Activity: Addressing resistance
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School principal: “This creates too much 
liability.” 
Parent: “I do not want my child labeled.” 
Teacher: “This is outside my role.” 
School counselor: “I do not have time to 
do this well.” 
Community provider: “The school does 
not need access to the plan.” 
Student: “This feels like another form 
adults are making me complete.” 

 
 Groups have five minutes to create 

a 60-second response that:

• Acknowledges the concern without 
becoming defensive 

• Explains why safety planning matters 
• Connects the process to that 

stakeholder’s priorities 
• Offers one practical next step 
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Safety planning doesn’t fail because 
people don't know the steps. 

It fails because systems haven't built 
the conditions for it to succeed.
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What can GLS grantees and evaluators track?
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▪ Reach: How many youth identified at risk leave with a safety plan?

▪ Timeliness: Was the plan created before the youth left the setting?

▪ Quality: Is the plan specific, youth-centered, accessible, and 
inclusive of support people?

▪ Usability: Does the youth know where it is and how to use it?

▪ Follow-up: Was the plan reviewed, updated, and connected to 
care?

▪ Systems learning: Where and why are breakdowns occurring 
across schools and partners?
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Tips for Success
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▪ Safety planning should be part of a comprehensive approach backed with 
policies, procedures, and training.

▪ Start with a shared workflow before focusing only on the safety plan 
template.

▪ Train the people who identify risk, complete plans, engage caregivers, 
make referrals, and follow up.

▪ Use role clarity: who owns each step and who is the backup?

▪ Plan, prepare for, and address family concerns and school reentry.

▪ Build agreements with community providers for warm handoffs and 
communication.

▪ Review safety plan quality and usability, not just whether a plan exists.

▪ GLS grantees can help partners strengthen workflows, relationships, 
policies, training, and evaluation.
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Activity: Where is buy-in breaking down?
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Think about one school or 
community partner you work with.

Which group is least bought into safety 
planning?

□ School administrators

□ Teachers

□ School mental health staff

□ Families/caregivers

□ Community mental health providers

□ Emergency departments

□ Pediatricians/primary care

□ Students

□ Other

Discussion: 

▪ Why do you think 
they're hesitant?

▪ What concern are 
they trying to solve?

▪ What would 
increase their 
confidence?

▪ How can you help 
remove those 
barriers?



ZEROSUICIDEINSTITUTE.EDC.ORGYouth Safety Planning in the Real World

Activity
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Discussion: 

▪ A student discloses suicidal thoughts to a 
teacher.

▪ The school counselor completes a risk 
assessment and creates a safety plan.

▪ The caregiver is notified but is overwhelmed 
and unsure what to do.

▪ The youth is referred to a community 
provider, but the first appointment is two 
weeks away.

▪ The student returns to class the next day.

What needs to happen so 
the safety plan is actually 

usable for the youth and the 
adults around them?



ZEROSUICIDEINSTITUTE.EDC.ORGYouth Safety Planning in the Real World

Questions and Discussion
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▪ Are your partners engaged in comprehensive suicide prevention efforts where safety planning is one 
component of a broader effort?  Where could this improve?

▪ What is one thing you want to clarify with partners?

▪ What is one workflow step you want to strengthen?

▪ What is one resource or example that would help?

What would help your communities strengthen youth safety planning?

Consider workflows, family engagement, school/community handoffs, 
staff confidence, plan quality, and follow-up.



Resources



For more information, check out 
zerosuicideinstitute.edc.org

Follow Us!

Alex Karydi, Ph.D.
Julie Goldstein Grumet, Ph.D.
EDC
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