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Dr. Scott Poland
Dr. Scott Poland is a Professor at the College of
Psychology and is Co-Director of the Suicide and
Violence Prevention Office at Nova Southeastern
University, Fort Lauderdale, Florida. Dr. Poland is
a licensed psychologist internationally
recognized as an expert on youth suicide, selfinjury, school violence, school safety, threat
assessment and school crisis. He has authored or
co-authored five books and many chapters and
articles on these subjects including, Suicide in
Schools, published in 2015. He co-authored the
Suicide Safer Schools Plan for the state of Texas
and previously directed psychological services
for a large Texas school system for 24 years. Dr.
Poland is a past President of the National
Association of School Psychologists, and past
Prevention Division Director of the American
Association of Suicidology. He has been an
expert witness in numerous legal cases
surrounding suicide tragedies in school
communities. Dr. Poland is dedicated to
prevention and has testified about the mental
health needs of children before the U.S. Congress
on four occasions. He is a founding member of
the National Emergency Assistance Team and
has personally assisted school communities
following school shootings, acts of terrorism,
natural disasters and numerous suicide clusters.
Dr. Poland is known for his dynamic and practical
presentations that include many real life
experiences on the front line of crisis prevention,
intervention, and postvention.
While Dr. Poland is usually brought in to speak to
administrators, faculty, staff, and parents, he also
offers programs that are geared toward students
on these topics: School Safety, School Violence,
Suicide Prevention, Bullying, Depression,
Responsibility, and Decision Making and Factors
that are Key to Future Success.

As a teacher, what should I do when students
are not showing up to meetings and doing
work?
I know a number of teachers are concerned that students
are not participating actively in virtual learning. The reason
could be as simple as they do not have Internet access or it
could be motivational issues on the part of the student or
parent as they do not want to be bothered with virtual
learning. My suggestion is to converse via the telephone
with both the parent and the student and try to ascertain
why they are not showing up and doing their schoolwork.

Will Dr. Poland discuss the added stress that
LGBTQ+ students have with being at home
with non-accepting parents?
The single most important factor in the overall well-being
of an LGBTQ plus youth is parental acceptance. It is my
greatest hope that all parents would be accepting and that
this additional time at home would help parents learn to
truly appreciate and love their child for the person that they
are regardless of their sexual orientation. Hopefully
parents and children can find some shared activities that
they both enjoy that might provide an opportunity for real
discussions about the lack of acceptance and how to
change it.

How can one not feel so alone? When I am
separated and taking care of my kids.
A major concern at this time is that people feel isolated and
I would hope that time would be set aside each day to
check in with close friends and extended family either via
telephone, texting or through a Zoom meeting. We need to
utilize all of that technology to reduce isolation at this
difficult time.
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My child is a senior in high school, she is very active in school and
now she's stuck at home. How do I help her?
It is hard to imagine what seniors are going through as a result of all the activities and
graduation either being canceled or conducted in a very different format. As adults we
wish that we could make all that disappointment go away for our children but we
cannot. Talk with your senior and ask what has helped and is there anything you could
do that might lift your spirits even a little bit. It does not help to give a life lesson about a
disappointment we had to deal with but instead just say, “I can’t imagine what that is
like for you but is there anything that is helping just a little bit?”

As a School Counselor, if we go back to school in August, what are
some tips to help these students and families cope with the trauma
that this will cause? I am worried about the “snowball effect” this
will cause on students and their anxiety levels. Maybe an all-school
assembly? Maybe an all-day event to transition back into regular
school life? Any ideas?
I am planning another webinar on reentry issues and you’re very wise to acknowledge
all of the anxiety that staff and students will have. One simple thought is the idea that
we need to get input from staff and students about what their greatest concerns are
about reentry. The administration could do that through surveys or maybe even Zoom
meetings. I believe when everybody feels like their voice has been heard and they have
been able to share their concerns and their suggestions then they feel validated and
less anxious.

Any advice for a single mom with an angry 16-year-old boy (teen)? All
he wants to do is play video games. I try to give him a schedule, but he
becomes angry.
It would be very likely that when there have been difficult issues between parents and
teenagers that they would be exacerbated during the virus. I believe strongly that all
students need a structured day Monday through Friday and that all parents control
things that their teenager wants such as technology. A student who refuses to follow a
schedule and appears angry needs an intervention. Please contact the school
counselor for your son and ask for assistance. Additionally privileges such as
technology likely will have to be removed or limited until his attitude improves.

© 2020 Safe and Sound: A Sandy Hook Initiative

2

My son talks constantly and when I tell him to give me space & quiet
he has a tantrum.
One of the suggestions I made on the webinar with small children was to set up what is
called parallel play, meaning getting your child engaged in an activity nearby and setting
a timer and letting them know that if they can keep themselves occupied and not
bother you so you can work for ten minutes then there will be a reward. It’s also
important to talk to children about what rewards they really value and what they will
work towards and then make a list.

What is the best way to move away from negative people?
I mentioned on the webinar the importance of seeking out people that are positive in
your life and be that positive person for others. If the negative person is residing in your
home there needs to be a meeting where there is a discussion about the need for them
to be more positive. Please consider the strategy I suggested of recommending they
schedule a worry time but otherwise put the worries aside and focus on the present
moment and things they need to do to keep their brain and body busy.

I have a five-year-old child under my caseload (community assistant)
and mother says he fears to get close to door since he says he will die,
cries most of the day, and has dry hands as he washes his hands all
day to kill the virus, how can I approach this family?
My thoughts are that this five-year-old child who is experiencing extreme anxiety about
the virus is modeling their behavior after someone else in the family and/or they have
been exposed to horrific television coverage of the virus. This child needs reassurance
from their parents that the family is following all recommended guidelines and that if
someone does contract the virus they will receive medical assistance and the fact that
the virus for most individuals who contract it is very similar to having a cold or the flu.
Even a five-year-old child can identify with a time they had a cold or the flu and they
recovered in a few days.
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Any advice you can give school counselors on how to support out
students/families during this time?
I think it’s very important at school counselors as much as possible to check in with
families and students and to be communicating regularly with teachers to find out
which students appear to be having difficulty emotionally as a result of the virus. This is
a time when all school employees need to be alert for warning signs of hopelessness,
despair and even suicide. I believe strongly this is in time for school counselors to try to
increase their communications with students and parents by the telephone, email or
even scheduling a Zoom meeting.

How do you tell a child "things will get better" when their experience
has been that things are always bad? Finding the silver lining in any
situation.
It sounds like this child has had a lot of disappointments or even losses. I suggest you
talk with about what has gotten them through difficult times before and who or what
could help them now. Stress the fact that you are always going to be there for them no
matter what. We have to recognize that they do not have many years of dealing with
difficult situations and disappointments to draw on. It is critically important that all of
the adults in his or her life model coping and optimism for the future and it would be a
good idea to simply state that you believe things will get better. Is this possibly a time
when some new traditions in your home can be developed? Does your child have more
time on their hands and could pursue a special interest that they’ve never had time to
explore before?

I have a 14-year-old son who is basically at home every day
babysitting his 10yo and 5yo siblings. My husband and I are both
working during the day.we worry about my oldest who is not able to
focus on his school work as much. We tell him often what a good job
he is doing, but we know it's hard on him. Is there anything else we
can do to help him cope?
It sounds like your 14-year-old son is an extraordinary young man and he needs to be
complimented for all that he is doing to help his younger siblings. I stressed on the
webinar that teachers when school does resume will be re-teaching key concepts and
hopefully that will alleviate some of his academic concerns. I hope you or your husband
can figure out somespecial activities that you can do with your eldest child as he is truly
deserving of special attention.
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My 8-year-old wants to sleep in my bed every night. I don't mind it
right now but want to find out if this is damaging to his emotional
health and how I can help him feel secure in his own room.
I would not be that concerned right now about your eight-year-old who wants to sleep
in your bed every night. This is a very difficult time for children and regression
behaviorally is to be expected. I guarantee they will not be there a year from now and
just be patient and take your cues from them about preferring to sleep back in their
own room.

May I inquire about strategies to work with kids who are very
resistant to doing school work and learning from home?
I’m hearing that at least a few children are actually thriving on the independent nature
of the virtual learning at home. It sounds like your child is going to need more structure
and more frequent rewards for completing school assignments. Children very greatly
with regards to attention span for example and those with the longer attention span
and in subjects that are of high interest they are going to do quite well. Children with a
shorter attention span and a subject area that is not of a high interest really need to
have assignments broken down into very small chunks. Please contact your child
teacher for some suggestions along this line.

With an almost 2-year-old and so much conflicting information
circulating between the government and scientist it is difficult to
feel safe returning my child to day care. Recommendations for how
to start this process?
We’re all struggling with what is really the correct information about safety and I can’t
imagine the concerns about returning the two-year-old child to day care. My thoughts
are we need to listen to our top scientists and please communicate extensively with
the daycare center to find out what their plans are and will they follow all of the
guidelines and if they are not forth coming in answering all of your questions then it
may be necessary to wait an additional period of time or to consider a different daycare
center.
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Are video games a cause of aggression in kids?
There’s been a lot of concern about violent video games especially related to school
shootings. We do know that many of the school shooters were fascinated by violence
and played video games for hours. Thankfully the vast majority of kids that enjoy
violent video games are very unlikely to harm others. There seems to be a small group
of students that are susceptible to become more aggressive after playing violent video
games. Parents are encouraged to pay close attention and limit children’s access to
violent video games.

How do I deal with my kids wanting to play with our neighbors when
they see them outside?
This is a tough one because we all recognize that not every family or every person is
following the social distance guidelines. As a parent you are the one in charge of your
family and need to make the decisions you believe are the best for your child. Let them
know that all the decisions you make are in the interest of their safety and encourage
them to communicate with friends using social networks.

My 6-year-old boy (only child) seems to have become a master
negotiator during this time of being stuck at home and having more
free time. How can parents deal with the constant negotiating?
It sounds like your family really needs to have a meeting where issues are discussed
about behavioral expectations and the schedule for your six-year-old. The meeting
should discuss that there are the rules and rewards for following them and
consequences for violating them and there will be no more negotiating.

Communication with school...Be sure your contact information is
correct. Be sure to listen to and empty voice mail daily.
This question is a little unclear but communication between the home and school is
certainly a two-way street. School personnel should do their best to respond to all
parent communications the same day if possible and parents should also strive to do
the same.
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Do you have any recommendations on how to handle having to
follow up with 12 middle school teachers? I have an 8th grader and a
6th grader and keeping up with all their assignments and teachers
has been extremely overwhelming. I've been having my kids
message their teachers and I'm teaching them to be responsible, but
it's been a struggle.
It is obviously very challenging to have two middle schoolers and to have so many
teachers involved. I think it might be a good idea to reach out to the middle school
administration and ask if there could be better coordination of the assignments and
requirements for each of your children’s classes. I said on the webinar that given a
choice in your role as a parent, teacher or working from home, please choose being the
caring parent. You and your children may have to decide what can be done today with
regards to school work and what will just have to wait. There will be re-teaching of key
concepts in the fall.

I think you have already answered my question: He has plenty of
time chatting with his friends on facetime, he still does dance classes
a few times a week, and we reward him for his hard work during the
week. When he seems a little down, we notice and make him talk to
us. He does come out of his room and spend time bonding with my
husband. It's just his school work that has taken a back seat.
I mentioned on the webinar that this is a time when we need to lower the bar both for
our high expectations for us as parents and for our children’s behavior. This would also
certainly excuse some of the school assignments taking a backseat and remember
there will be re-teaching of key concepts in the fall.

Can you speak on the use of music and mental health?
I am certainly not an expert about music and mental health but I do know that
expressing our emotions through artwork and music and writing for example are very
powerful. Personally when I am faced with a difficult task such as leading a national
team at a tragedy like Columbine, I listened to inspirational music the entire trip to
Colorado. I hope that you and all your family members listen to music that is positive,
hopeful and empowering.
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What is the recommended sleep time for different ages?
The biggest concerns for sleep deprivation and school-age children is
for adolescents especially at the high school level. The American
Medical Association recommends that every adolescent get 10 hours
of sleep each night but unfortunately many adolescents are disturbed
during the night by their technology which is under the pillow. Also too
many secondary schools start at an early hour. The American Medical
Association actually recommended no high schools should begin
classes before 8:30 AM. If there is a lot of irritability in a home during
this difficult time some of it is certainly related to everyone not getting
enough sleep.

Should school psychologist work with children
on mental health issues?
As a former president of National Association of School Psychologists I
believe strongly that school psychologists are the highest trained
mental health professionals in schools and we need more of them. We
cannot have all of their time committed to special education
assessment as they need to be involved in consultation in classrooms
about academic and behavioral issues. Additionally they should be
providing individual and group counseling services and if you have a
concern about your child contact the school and ask to speak to the
assigned school psychologist.

I am home alone with a toddler (my husband is still in
the field full time), and every time I open my work laptop
she tantrums? How can I get work done without this
being traumatic for her?
It sounds like you are having a very difficult time trying to get any work
done at all due to your toddler’s tantrums. I suggest that you set up a
separate play area for them very nearby and set a timer and let them
know that you expect them to work on either a task or to play with their
toys for the next 10 minutes and if they’re able to do that and allow you
to work then they will be rewarded. Hopefully you can gradually extend
the end the amount of time your child will allow you to work while they
keep themselves busy. If the tantrums continue you need to follow your
previous practices to deal with those but at this difficult time do not
increase the punishment or add spanking.
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I have a junior in High school, who is dealing with all the
uncertainty about college, SAT etc. How do we help her?
There are many high achieving students that are very concerned about what all this
means for the important testing that was going to help them get into the most
prestigious colleges. I believe that much of the pressure on high school students comes
from their parents and this is the time for you to stress that universities and testing
companies all are re-thinking what they will do in the near future. It is hard not to know
exactly the outcome of all of that will be but you will closely monitor it. Assure them
that they will go to college and that you will be there for them every step of the way. Let
them know there are many ways to success in this world and it is not solely dependent
on getting admitted to the most selective colleges.

I can't seem motivate my freshman college daughter. she sleeps in
very late, doesn't eat breakfast, won't go out for walks/hikes. Help,
what do I do?
It sounds like it must be very disruptive to have your unmotivated college freshman
daughter at home. I suggest a meeting with her to clarify what the expectations are.
Your daughter needs to be devoting time online to her college classes and if those do
not take much of her time then she needs to develop an interest and find something
meaningful to do. I also believe your daughter should follow the normal schedule of the
family and if they’re younger siblings then she needs to be helping out and exercise and
getting outside are a must and not negotiable.

My daughter is 5-year-old she has severe autism how can I help
myself to maintain with my own sanity? what are the top 5 mental
health advice for my situation. I also have an 18-month-old baby.
It must be overwhelming to have a child with autism who is five years old and also have
a baby in your family. I very much hope there other adults such as a partner or extended
family to help out. I am hesitant to give specific advice about children with autism but I
do know that there are special education personnel at your daughter’s school who
would know her well and I suggest you set up a conference call with the specialeducation staff and share your concerns as I know they will want to help you.
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I have a niece who just lost her mom and after that this pandemic
start to happen, what can I do to help her if she is going into a
difficult time?
I am very sorry to hear that your niece lost her mother at this very difficult time. It is
very important for extended family to be there to support your niece and they really are
no magic words but just let her know you are available to listen anytime she wants to
talk. It would be expected that your niece would exhibit some regressive behaviors and
maybe even increased irritability and signs of depression. I am assuming that your
niece has a father and so much of her ability to manage the loss will depend on what her
father is modeling for her with regards to optimism and hope for the future.

My husband and I are both still working and my 11 daughter is home
alone. She was a straight A student and now sleeps till noon. Is barely
doing her school work and refuses to log onto the google class meet
with her teachers. She is social distancing with classmates and
teachers. I took this week off work to be with her and take her out of
the house, but she just hides in her room. She tells me I don’t need
your help go away. What should I do?
I’m very concerned about the behaviors you describe for your 11-year-old daughter. I’m
sorry that she is home alone and I compliment you for taking off work so you can be
with her. Your daughter definitely needs a schedule for every school day and it is not
acceptable for her to refuse to logon for her schooling. I would begin by trying to
ascertain what rewards your daughter will work for to be able to get up at a normal
time and finish her schoolwork. If this continues, I think there are two key things one is
to contact your daughter’s school counselor for assistance and the other is that if the
situation does not improve there may have to be consequences for her failure to get
up at a normal time and finish schoolwork. I also wonder what technology your
daughter has in her room that might be keeping her up at night?

Do you have any tools for the teachers to help acclimation in these
strange times?
I believe strongly that preschooler’s will largely take their emotional cues from their
parents and from their teachers. If all the adults in their life are coping with all the
changes as we resume school then I believe most preschoolers will do well. I am
working on another webinar on reentry issues that have to do with anxiety and fear for
staff and students. Stay tuned for more information.
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What if you don’t have kids old enough to really help the younger
ones? I have a 6-year-old, 3-year-old, and infant. I feel like I haven’t
slept in days and don’t have time for “self-care”. It’s a challenge to
keep up with the 6-year old’s schoolwork as well as constantly
meeting the needs of the younger ones.
I understand that your oldest child is not that capable of helping the three-year-old
sibling. I do believe it is very important for you to find time for self-care and especially to
get enough sleep. Please establish procedures in the evening to calm both of your
children down and hopefully get them to bed at the normal hour or even before so you
will have time for yourself. I also wonder if there are extended family who are heathy
who could come to your house and help out.

As a teacher who is trying to teach from home with a middle schooler
in the home, I am not putting any pressure on my child at all. Yet at
least once a week he wants to cling to us, sleep in our bed, and finally
confesses he’s afraid we’re all going to get the virus. I’m concerned
about the trauma these kids are internalizing.
I am glad you are very interested in the reentry webinar that I am planning and it
sounds like that your child has regressed behaviorally and this is the time for you to be
very patient and loving. If he’s afraid to go outside because of the virus, I would be very
concerned about the television news that he might be viewing or that someone else in
his life is not modeling optimism and hope. I do believe that children who live in a
stable home that are shown unconditional love can overcome almost anything.
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