
We want all our clients to feel confident using SOS Signs of Suicide. To support this effort, 
we’ve put together a list of commonly asked questions that we often hear from school 
district leadership, community partners, parents and caregivers, and more.  

SOS Signs of Suicide

The Facts About SOS

What is SOS Signs of Suicide?  

•	 SOS Signs of Suicide is a school-based universal suicide prevention program designed for 
middle and high school students. Its mission is to save lives. 

•	 The goals of SOS are to 1) decrease suicide and suicide attempts by increasing student 
knowledge and adaptive attitudes about depression; 2) encourage personal help-seeking 
and/or help-seeking on behalf of a friend; and to 3) reduce the stigma of mental health 
concerns and acknowledge the importance of seeking help.

Why are we teaching suicide prevention in school? 

•	 Suicide is the second leading cause of death for 10- to 24-year-olds in the United States 
and is a global public health issue, with a recent declaration of a National State of          
Emergency in Children’s Mental Health by the American Academy of Pediatrics, American 
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and Children’s Hospital Association. 

•	 Prevention education can save lives. Most children and teens who are considering suicide 
do not share their thoughts with an adult at home or at school. But many of these students 
display warning signs or even directly indicate thoughts of suicide to their peers. SOS   
teaches all students to ACT: Acknowledge signs of suicide, show their friend they Care, and 
Tell a trusted adult. Students are not taught to serve as a counselor for a friend. Rather they 
are encouraged to become a pathway to adults who can provide the right support. 

•	 Suicide prevention education prepares students to help a friend in need while also              
encouraging students to seek help for their own needs. In multiple randomized control trials, 
SOS reduced suicide attempt rates by 40-64%.

Does teaching about suicide put the idea in students’ heads?

•	 No. Several studies have examined the impact of responding to research questions about 
suicidal thoughts on students and found no negative effects (Gould et al., 2005).  

•	 One of the biggest concerns about teaching students about suicide is the potential for 
“triggering” or increasing suicidal thoughts in vulnerable students. However, SOS is designed 
to reduce this risk by empowering students to seek help and emphasizing their role in           
prevention for themselves and peers. 

•	 Additionally, SOS content does not glorify or provide graphic details of suicide. Instead, real 
students and their friends and family share stories of recovery. Roleplay scenarios model 
how students can save a life by seeking help. 

•	 SOS includes guidance for schools to provide immediate support for students who reach 
out for help after the program.



What is the depression screen in SOS Signs of Suicide? 

•	 SOS uses mental health screening as an educational tool that teaches students about 
the signs of depression and suicide risk. The screening does not provide a diagnosis. Once     
students independently answer the questions, they read help-seeking advice based on their 
answers. If they are experiencing signs of depression or suicide risk, the form encourages 
them to seek help from trusted adults. 

Is the screening portion of SOS safe for our students? 

•	 Yes. Years of research on school-based screening for suicide risk has shown no increased 
risk for students. In fact, high–risk students appeared less distressed following screening 
(Gould et al. 2005) and were more likely to receive mental health treatment (Gould et al., 
2009). Screening youth for suicide risk is a safe and effective component of school-based 
suicide prevention. 

•	 All research conducted on SOS included videos, classroom discussion, and anonymous 
self-screening. These strategies are used together to teach students the signs of suicide 
and encourage them to reflect on whether they or their friends are experiencing these signs. 
SOS was shown not to increase risk for students. Instead, SOS reduced suicide attempt rates 
by 40-64%.  

How Are Students Screened?

•	 Classroom facilitators walk through the screening questions as part of the lesson while    
students answer each question privately at their desk.  

•	 Once students answer the questions, they self-score their forms, and read help-seeking 
advice based on their answers.  

•	 If they are experiencing signs of depression or suicide risk, the form encourages them to 
seek help from trusted adults.  

•	 For detailed guidance on SOS screening, refer to the Quick Start Guide.
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Are children able to access the program on their own? 

•	 No. SOS is designed to be presented by a member of school staff to a classroom. SOS     
materials are only accessible by the adult presenting the material.  

Does SOS track any information about our students?

•	 No. SOS does not track any information about students. The program does not require       
access to any rostering information, personally identifying information, or other data. 

Do you encourage parent involvement in SOS? 

•	 Yes. We believe that parents and caregivers are a critical part of any youth suicide           
prevention program. We strongly advise that schools or community partners provide      
parents and caregivers with information on the SOS curriculum prior to delivering the       
program. Further:  

•	 SOS contains a wealth of information to share with parents and caregivers, including a    
parent presentation, letter, and handout.  

•	 SOS includes a dedicated web page for parents and caregivers to learn more about SOS, as 
well as how they can continue the conversation at home.  

•	 We believe that parental involvement is key to the success of the program. For more         
recommendations on educating parents and caregivers on SOS prior to delivery, see page 
8 of our Quick Start Guide.  

What is the data behind SOS?

•	 Since the program’s inception, researchers have assessed the effectiveness of SOS Signs 
of Suicide by conducting several randomized controlled trials – an evaluation known as 
the “gold standard” of research studies. For a complete list of this research and its findings, 
please visit mindwise.org/evidence-behind-sos-signs-of-suicide.  


