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INTRODUCTION
A significant number of youth and young adults are exposed to traumatic life events, including in school-based 
settings. While crises and disasters cannot be entirely avoided, their consequences can be minimized with 
appropriate response, recovery, and renewal.1 For school-based communities to actuate resilience and long-
term healing, youth must be adequately equipped to process the event and have the necessary support to foster 
recovery (safety, remembrance and mourning, and reconnection) and renewal (post-traumatic growth, meaning 
making, and healing).2

As school leaders, it is imperative to listen and learn from and with young people to gain deeper understanding 
of how adults and systems can create the cultures and conditions that center recovery and renewal. The work 
doesn’t just stop at response. 

As such, in partnership with Youth MOVE National (YMN),3 the School Crisis Recovery & Renewal project4  hosted 
listening sessions to hear directly from young adults (aged 18-24) who have experienced a crisis while in K-12 
school environments.  

ABOUT THE LISTENING SESSIONS
In these sessions, young adult advocates shared their thoughts, perspectives, and ideas on what helps and what 
harms during crisis recovery and renewal.  

Youth MOVE National, building on the trust and relationships they have with their chapter members, invited any 
youth leader between the ages of 18 - 24 who had experienced/lived through crisis (e.g., hurricane, racial violence, 
school shootings) while in school and who was interested in shaping the conversation of what the country might 
need. 

Over the course of three listening sessions led by YMN, 13 young adults came together and shared their 
experiences, feelings, wisdom and insights to the essential question: 

What might harm and help young people as they navigate school-based crises?

1 Khorram-Manesh A. (2017). Youth Are Our Future Assets in Emergency and Disaster Management. Bulletin of emergency and trauma, 5(1), 1–3.
2 For more information about recovery and renewal in the context of school crises, see https://schoolcrisishealing.org/what-is-school-crisis-recovery-renewal/
3 Youth MOVE National is a youth-driven, chapter-based organization dedicated to uniting the voices of youth nationwide. For more information, see https://
youthmovenational.org/about-us/ 
4 The SCRR Project is a collaborative effort between The Center for Applied Research Solutions (CARS) and Trauma Transformed (T2) and strongly informed by our 
partners and team of school crisis recovery and renewal experts from across the country.Funded by SAMHSA, SCRR is part of the National Child Traumatic Stress Network.  
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WHAT WE LEARNED
Through the three discussions, several trends emerged about what is helpful and what is harmful during school 
crisis recovery and renewal. 

Partner with students and alumni to create shared definitions of what crisis recovery and renewal 
might look like. Young people find it helpful when they feel heard and when their voices and choices are guiding 
crisis recovery and renewal. 

• For example, in response to being asked how schools can support youth after crisis, one participant said, 
“schools should just ask youth what they want and need. Youth voice, youth choice. It’s so important when 
the youth is the one experiencing the crisis to be given control and to be part of the decision making 
process.” 

Recovery is individual and not linear, and support services need to be structured as such. Participants 
shared that it’s harmful for schools, providers, and the greater community to “pressure youth to move on,” 
invalidate youth feelings and experiences, and have an unresponsive environment.  

• One young person stated, “it’s important to allow students to just feel and give them more credit. 
Embrace and allow them time to feel different emotions and don’t invalidate their feelings.”

• Recovery means following up (“not just through email”)—even years later. Schools can bridge with 
postsecondary institutions and destinations to create more supportive, comprehensive, and cross-systems 
(secondary to post-secondary, for example) continuums of care. 

Young adults didn’t name a specific event that signaled a crisis; instead, they identified experiences 
that were crises. This is in line with SAMHSA’s definition of something that can feel traumatic: an event, an 
experience, and/or the effect.5

• A crisis could have been “dealing with mental and behavioral health needs without support,” or 
something that created a barrier to living everyday life. 

5 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. Trauma-Informed Care in Behavioral Health Services. Treatment Improvement Protocol (TIP) Series 57. 
HHS Publication No. (SMA) 13-4801. Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014.

The following eight questions guided the listening sessions:
1. How would you define crisis in your terms for school-aged youth?
2. How do you think a school administration defines and handles crisis?
3. What did crisis look like for you?
4. What has helped and harmed you in your recovery and renewal process after a crisis occurred?
5. Did you reach out for support? If yes, who did you reach out to?
6. How can schools support youth after a crisis? What helps and what harms?
7. How can communities better support youth after a crisis occurs? What helps and what harms?
8. How can providers support youth after a crisis occurs? What helps and what harms?
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HOW MIGHT SCHOOLS CREATE TRAUMA-INFORMED & STUDENT-CENTERED CRISIS 
RECOVERY SERVICES AND SYSTEMS?
Below are highlights of the recommendations given by young adults on how schools can help and support youth 
after they have experienced a crisis, grouped by trauma-informed principle.

Safety
• Adult allies (educators, mental health professionals) and peers have an instrumental role in creating 

supportive interactions, services, and systems. 
• Safety and support was the primary through-line of what helped and what harmed student recovery in the 

context of school crisis. 
• Validate students’ experiences and name when a crisis is happening; don’t pretend everything is okay if it 

isn’t. 
• Train more adults in school systems to be safe spaces and learn how to hold space for youth; allow space 

for students to “just feel.”  

Trustworthiness & transparency
• Have an open mind, heart, and ears: trust, empathy, and acknowledgement were fundamental 

“intervention practices” young adults named as essential to school-based crisis recovery.  Young people 
need and want someone who will listen and not pressure them to recover faster than they want or can

• Communicate what existing resources exist so that students can access and develop their own healing 
plan with fuller understanding of what is available to them—at school and in their community. 

Voice & choice
• Ask youth/students what they need and want before, during, and especially after a crisis. 
• Include youth voice and  choice when determining support services. 
• Provide youth opportunities to lead their own recovery. 

Peer support & mutuality
• Offer more spaces where people can come together and share their own lived experiences to feel less 

alone (“It allows you to know you’re not alone”).
• Create programs and opportunities for social connection and community to provide an outlet for stress and 

trauma and to process the experience. 
• Provide and/or elevate existing group-based services that young people already access (e.g., support 

groups, mentor-mentee relationships, and online peer connections).

Cultural humility and responsiveness
• Perspectives and representation matter: youth named the need to have therapists and providers who 

looked like them, came from similar lived experiences, or had authentic connection to the culture of 
students. 

• Diversify staff, programs, and access points to healing. 
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When looking at the visualized conversations (pages 4 & 5), what stands out to you? What 
themes do you notice? What is surprising, affirming, or curiosity-provoking? 
 
How might asking students past and present how they define crisis and what they need to 
recovery change your practices, policies, and protocols? 



Listening Sessions on School Crisis and Recovery
Crisis Means...What Helps...and What Harms
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Listening Sessions on School Crisis and Recovery
How to Help Youth After Crisis: Recommendations from 
Youth Who Have Been Through Crisis

5



School crisis readiness is essential. Response is critical.  
And: what happens after matters, too.  

OUR GOAL
To promote evidence-based, culturally responsive, crisis 

continuum wrap around services to promote effective and 
sustainable change in ways school leadership builds the skills, 

knowledge, and attributes necessary to recover and renew 
after a crisis.

OUR ROLE
We offer a collaborative SCRR model in order to provide 

training, technical assistance (TTA), and resource 
dissemination to school leadership, mental health providers, 
educators, and staff that promotes long-term recovery and 

renewal after school crisis.

CONTACT INFO

Email: scrr@cars-rp.org
Phone: (888) 597-0995
Website: www.schoolcrisishealing.org 

GET SOCIAL WITH US!

: @scrr.project
: @scrr_project 
: @scrr_project

SAMHSA’s mission is to reduce the impact of substance abuse and 
mental illness on America’s communities.                   

www.samhsa.gov

1-877-SAMHSA-7 (1-877-726-4727)  •  1-800-487-4889 (TDD)
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Funding for this publication was made possible by SAMHSA. The views expressed in written conference materials 
or publications and by speakers and moderators do not necessarily reflect the official policies of the Department of 
Health and Human Services, nor does the mention of trade names, commercial practices, or organizations imply 
endorsement by the U.S. Government. 

This event/product is supported by SAMHSA of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) as part 
of a financial assistance award for SCRR (SM-20-004) as an NCTSI Category II site totaling $600,000 for five years 
(2020-2025) with 100 percent funded by SAMHSA/HHS. The contents are those of the author(s) or presenters and 
do not necessarily represent the official views of, nor an endorsement, by SAMHSA/HHS, or the U.S. Government.
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