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Abstract

Robert S. Felloney
PUBLIC SCHOOL COUNSELORS’ ATTITUDES
TO SUICIDE/SUICIDE INTERVENTION
2002/03
Dr. John Klanderman & Dr. Roberta Dihoff
Master of Arts Degree

Most of the research on suicide/suicide intervention
has focused upon clien£ characteristics and attitudes.
Little research, especially in the school setting, has been
done on counselor characteristics and attitudes as key
variables in these situations. This study was done, at
least partially, to help overcome the lack of research in
this critical area. This study involved fifteen school
counselors (school psychologists and school social workers)
who were selected nonrandomly. Based upon interviews, a key
finding was that school cdunselofs'who-prioritize the role
of suicide intervention and were more comfortable in doing
this, perceived themselves as being more successful in
conducting these interventions than school counselors who
place ieSs ﬁriority on this role and were less comfortable
with it. Other more specific findings were: male counselors

and school social workers were more comfortable and

perceived themselves as being more competent than female
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counselors and school psychologists, respectively, in
conducting these interventions. More years of experience
and number of suicidal students seen wefe only mildly to
moderately related to.higher perceived performance. And
interestingly,.thoée counselors with more years of education
had lower perceived performance than those counselors with
less education. Apother key finding was that the vast
majority of school counselors interviewed thought' they had a
significan£ positive impact on the most'serious suicide |
interventions they were involved in. Schema, at both, the
global and more specific levels; aﬁd the defense mechanisms
of repression and suppression, relating to past personal
experiences, were found to have some suggestive explanatory
power with respect to some of the key variables in this

study.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

- Need

The need for this study on suicide intervention and
counselor characteristics was precipitated by a couple of
factors. First, this researcher is a crisis counselor in a
large public school district in Gloucester County, New
Jersey. As a result, he was interested in obtaining
information which will enable him to do his job more
effectively. Second, this researcher from his previous
experience and reading on the topic of suicide intervention
has seen and read, respectively, how critical some counselor
characteristics can be in this process.

- Purpose

The purpose of this study‘Was to_detefmine whether or
not, in some suicide interventions in a public school
setting, counselor characteristics can be just as critical
as student variables in determining how successful the
outcome of the intervention will be. These characteristics
relate to the role conception and comfort level of the
counselor in working with students who are contemplating

suicide. These were deemed to be most critical in



borderline situations; in other words, where it could go
either way, the student choosing life or death. In such
situations, the counselor’s input is likely to be most
important.

- Research Questions

The main research question, as suggested, related to
counselors’ characteristics as being critical to effective
suicide intervention in the public school setting,
especially in those borderline cases noted. This broader
question was examined by looking at two characteristics of
counselors, who conduct suicide interventions that raise
more specific questions.

The first question was whether or not counselors who do
conceive of suicide intervention as one of their primary
roles perceived themsélves to be more successful in
conducting suicide interventions. The second question was
whether or not counselorsvwho were more comforﬁable doing
suicide interventions perceived themselves as being more
successful in conducting such interventions than those who
were not as comfortable. And there was presumed to be a

consistent relationship between these factors, as well.



For example, a counselor who does view suicide
intervention as one of his or her primary role
respoﬁsibilities was presumed to be more likely to be
comfortable with this aspect of his/her role. .

- Theory

Interest in researching these topics was stimulated by
previous “theories” on theltopic, especially Shea’s (1999).
This was true as they specifically relate to effective
‘suicide interventions. More general theoretical
underpinnings of this research are briefly discussed now.
The central unifying concept that this researcher proposed
as underlying this research was schema, specifically as it
relates to the self. Schemas are defined as ordering of
experience, which people engage in to make sense of their
world. This is a conscious mental process, as delineated by
one school of thought in personality theory: the cognitive
self-regulation perspective. The schema we form about
ourselves is a self-schema. This is similar to the idea of
self-concept. The self-schema, as is true for the self-
concepﬁ, is both global as well as being composed of
component parts. One of the componenﬁ parts of the self-

schema involves the various roles a perscn engages in.



Schemas relgted to specific social roles are role schemas.
This concept'of role schema has.been investigated in
sociology and social psychology, as it encompasses social
expectations of role specific behavior. These schemas also
entail information about howlpeoble engaging in particular
roles actually perform these roles. This researcher
examined various aspects of the roles school psychologisté
and school social workers ﬁerform. The focus was upon, as
suggested, how they viewed themselves in their crisis
counselor role in relation to other roles they must also
perform. Inter-role and intra-role conflicts lead to
incompatible expectations of appropriate behaviors between
various positions and a single role, respectively. The
implication being that a person focuses upon and puts more
effort into that role 6r aspect of a role which is most
highly wvalued.

Another general theoretical underpinning of this thesis
involved the Freudian “theory” of defense mechanisms. Freud
(1996) and his daughter (1974) elaborated on these. Defense
mechanisms were described by Freud and his daughter as
serving to protect the ego or self-concept. As noted, they

tend to be unconscious. However, on occasion they can



.

. operate at a conscious level. A key defense mechanism they
both discussed was repression.: This involved the ego’s
attempt to keep unpleasant and anxiety producing information
from consciousness. This is an unconscious process. When
it is consciously done, it is called suppression. In the
context of terms being employed in this thesis, repression
and suppression were proposed as being employed by the
counselors doing suicide crisis intervention to protect both
their global and more specific components of their self-
schemas. These defense mechanisms are utilized by-crisis
counselors, according to Freudian theory, to protect their
egos (self-concepts/self-schemas) from uncomfortable,
anxiety producing information. It was presumed that for
several counselors these processes relate to suicide and
suicide intervention, and that it negatively impacted their
performance in dealing With-suicidal students.
- Definitions

Following are' a list of terms and'their definitions.as
used in this thesis. These terms are centrél to this
analysis. ©One clear indication of this is their appearance

and/or recurrence throughout this thesis.



5.

Suicide - death resulting from self-inflicted injury
where there is evidence the deceased intended to kill
him cr herself.

Parasuicide - someone who has attempted or seriously
considered suicide.

Suicidal intent - a student who has thought about,
planned, and/or actually attempted to take his or her
life.

Suicide intervention - the process whereby a counselor
tries to prevent a student from following through with
his or her suicidal intent.

Comfort level with suicide/suicide intervention - the
degree to which a counselor can openly discuss and
actively intervene with a suicidal student.

Role conception - how the counselor views his or her
job in terms of what is most central to it. Such
aspects of the job could include, in addition to
suicidal crisis intervention, assessment, consultation,
general counseling, or administrative duties.

Defense mechanisms - an often unconscious operation

whereby an individual protects his or her self-concept



from threatening or anxiety producing situations. They
tend to be irrational.

8. Self-schemas - similar to self-concept that involves

ordering the way they (counselors) think about
themselves. These schemas have both global and more
specific component parts.
9. School counselors - school psychologists and school
social workers who work in the public school setting.
10. Mental health link - schoél counselors serving as
facilitators in connecting students, who are seriously
distressed and in need of services that go beyond the
capacity of the school to provide with outside mental
health agencies.
- Assumptions
There were several assumptions that were made in this
study. First of all, the counselors (school psychologists
and social workgrs) were not randomly selected. However, it
was thought they represented a fairly:typical sample of
suicide crisis interveners in the public school setting, who
hold degrees in school psychology or school social work.
Secondly, there was an assumption that a counselor’s

perceived effectiveness related to actual effectiveness as



reflected in job performance. Thirdly, itvwas assumed that
the semi-structured questionnaire developed for the
interviews to be conducted in this study, accurately
pinpointed key elements in effective suicide intervention.
- Limitations

There were several limitations of this study. A couple
of them were associated with the assumptions previously
noted. First, since there was neither a random nor a
stratified sample of counselors, this limited the
generalizability of the results obtained. Second, a
counselor’s perceived effectiveness may or may not coincide
with his or her actual effectiveness with respect to various
aspects of job performance. This is a problem with all
self-report measures, as the respondent can fake good or
bad. There were no independent measures of the counselor’s
self-assessment to confirm or deny the accuracy of their
self-reports. Although several indirect measures of this
obtained from the counselor’s self-reports, such as outside
reading, conference workshops attended, and conferring with
peers, were examined. Third, no causal relationships can be
discussed nor can levels of statistical significance of the

results be obtained. <Causality cannot be discussed because



no experimental controls were employed. Significance cannot
be discussgd because relating to the first limitation
randomness was not employed in sample selection. Also,
terms employed in this study were not defined with
sufficient precision so as to enable formal
operationalization. This would have allowéd for statistical
analysis.
- OQverview

In the second chapter, research was reviewed as it
related to suicide and suicide intervention in general. And
more specifically, research on counselor attitudes and
characteristics was examined to determine what impact they
had on suicidal intervention in the public school setting.
With respect to the design of the study, it was based on
semi-structured interviews of school psychologists and
social workers who conduct suicide interventions in the
public school setting. This questionnaire was developed by
this researcher, based upon his analysis df previous
research and questionnaires on the topic of suicide
intervention. The sample consisted of fifteen school
psychologists or social workers who worked in the public

school setting and who had experience with suicide



intervention. This sample was nonrandom and unstratified.
There were three criteria this researcher used to select the
sample. First, as noted, the counselor had to have previous
experience with suicide intervention in the schools.

ASecond, the counselor had to be a school.psychologist or
social worker, the reason being, it was assumed these
professionals would have the best training of those employed
in the school setting to conduct such interventions. Third,
this researcher personally knew and respected all of the
counselors selected for inclusion in the study.

Fpllowing this, key themes were singled out in the
results obtained, along with certain patterns in the
responses of some groups/categories of the participants.
Finally, the results were discussed and analyzed with
suggestions for further research, in light of the specific

results and questions raised by this study.
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Chapter 2

Review of Literature
Introduction
The study and treatment of those contemplating or
attempting suicide is complicated by the stigma that is
attached to it. One of the pathbreaking researchers on
suiéide, Shneidman (1970e), commented on the taboos
associated with suicide involving “hostility, censure, and
condemnation,” which increased the difficulty of studying
and obtaining accurate information about it. Even though he
made these comments over 30 years ago, some of the same
prejudices still exist, although they are breaking down
soﬁewhat over this time period. = Stigma is also attached to
mental illness, iﬁcluding depression, Which can lead to
suicide. 'However, there are other reasons, besides stigma,
which can interfere with the study and treatment of mental
illness. A recent Newsweek article (Wingert & Kantrowitz,
2002) ihdicated that only one in five depressed teens who
needs treatment gets it. 1In this same article (Wingert &
Kantrowitz, 2002), Dr. Madelyn Gould, a professor of child
psychiatry at Columbia University, suggested that depression

may be mistaken as teen turmoil among those living and
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working with adolescents. Yet another barrier to its study
and treatment cited in this article by Phil Lazarus who runs
the school psychology training program at Florida
International University and is Chairman of the National
Association of School Psychologists (NASP) emergency-
response team, is that many of these depressed kids are
quiet and do not get the attention that the disruptive,
acting out kids get (Wingert & Kantrowitz, 2002).

All of these factors add to the difficulty of studying
a topic such as suicide and suicide intexvention. 1In
addition to the “client and disorder” wvariables just
discussed that have contributed to this problem, there are
;therapist” variables which come into play here, as well.
Few therapists receive specific training in working with
suicidal clients (Berman & Jobes, 1991). This may be
changing.some in the past 10 years. However, what this
researcher has found is -there has been little specific
research done on counselor attitudes, ipclqding school
counselors, on sﬁicide and sulicide intervention. Before
examining the literature on this topic, a more géneral
analysis of the literature on suicide and suicide

intervention was conducted first.
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First of all, an examination of suicide in general,
including a definition of it and viewing it in historical
and theoretical contexf, foilows. The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention defines suiéide as a “death from
injury, poisoning, or suffocation where there is evidence
(either explicit or implicit) that the injury was self-
inflicted and that the decedent intended to kill
himself/herself (cited in Jamison, 1999, p. 27).” Another
definition of.classification includes those who “attempt or
seriously consider” suicide (Harry, 1983). This
categorization is more generélly known as “parésuicide”
(Harry, 1983). These people represent the vast majority of
those whom therapists and counselors come into contact with.
'For example, regarding the population that is the focus of
this study, school aged youth, researchers have estimated
for every completed suicide there are 200 attempts (Marcus,
1996) . This does not include those who have only
contemplated suicide. The ratio would be even greater for
this category of youth.

Various Historical and Theoretical Views of Suicide

Views of suicide have varied historically and across

cultures. The oldest documented reference to suicide comes
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from‘the Egyptians over 4,000 years ago (Stone, ;999). The:
Greeks and Romans both displayed some ambivalence in how
they viewed suicide. On the one hand, both cultures
believed in dying with dignity, such as Socrates in Greéce
and the gladiators in Rome (Jamison, 1999) . However, there
were also strains of opposition to suicide in both
gsocieties, as well. Aristotle regarded it as being
cowardly, and RomanAlaw prohibited it (Jamison, 1999).
Interestingly, Christianity and Judaism have been ambivalent
about it too, when viewed in historical perspective. On the
one hand, neither the 0ld nor the New Testament directly
prohibits suicide (Marcus, 1996). Also, early Christianity
was attracted to suicide perhaps due to its association with
martyrdom (Stone, 1999). However, when Christianity became
the dominént religion in the Roman Empire, its view of
guicide gradually changed until it became a siﬁ and a crime
in the 6™ Century (Stone, 1999). Jewish custom éver the
centuries was strict in its renouncing of suicide (Jamison,
1999). There has been some easing of these attitudes in
Jewish custom over time for suicides committed when one was
of “an unsound mind” (Jamison, 1999). There has been a more

understanding attitude that has gradually developed in the
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West, although there have been some ups and downs in this
process. With the rediscovery of Greek aﬁd Roman thought in
the 16" century and the Age of Reason in the 18" century,
theological arguments against suicide were challenged
(Stone, 1999). Shakespeare portrayed fourteen suicides in
eight of his tragedies without morally condemning them
(Stone, 1999). However, the early Puritans and other
American colonists treated suicide not only as a sin, but as
a crime as well (Jamison, 1999).

Most European countries decriminalized suicide in the
18" and 19*" centuries, although it was still a crime in
England and Wales until 1961 and in Ireland until 1993
(Jamison, 1999). In the United States, state after state
has taken it off'the statute books as being a crime
{(Shneidman, 1970e; Litman, 1970x}. Since the emérgence of
antipsychotic drugs in the 1950s laid the basis for
biochemical detefminants of behavior, suicide has been
viewed less as a moral crime and more as a manifestation of
a psychological disturbance (Stone, 1999).

In non-Christian societies, wviews about suicide vary. .
Buddhist, Confucian, and Shintoist beliefs‘accept suicide

and euthanasia for the incurably ill (Stone, 1999). Also,

15



Shintoist Japan during World War II elevated suicide in the
case of the Kamikaze pilots to an heroic act. In Islamic
countries, on the other hand, suicide is viewed as a crime
even more serious than homicide (Jamison, 1999). Although
there seems to be some difference of opinion here, as the
Palestinian suicide bombers in Israel and the Al-Queda
terrorists who demolished the World Trade Center claim to be
following Islamic beliefs as justification for their
actions.

In terms of theoretical perspectives, there are several
that are briefly touched upon. Durkheim introduced one of
the first rigorous analyses of suicide from a sociological
point of view. He viewed suicide as resulting from
society’s strength or weakness in controlling the individual
(Berman & Jobes, 1991). Freud, writing early in the 20
century, presented a psychoanalytic version of the causes of
suicide. He claimed suicide was one of the costs of
civilization. More specifically, he indicated, “In
civilized man, extra aggression is channeled into the
superego and turned against the ego (cited in Litman, 1970y,
p. 580).” 1In other words, he viewed suicide as aggression

directed against the self. The so-called grandfather of
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American suicidology, Karl Menninger, who also wrote early
in the 20*" century, wrote ébout unconscious, subintentional
elements in covert human self-destructiveness in Man Against
Himself (Shneidman, 1996). Although he did propose his own
distinct view of the causes of suicide, Menninger did borrow
from Freud. He incorporated unconscious motivation into his
theory, and he viewed risky, reckless behavior as a subtle
substitute for classic suicide for some people (Shneidman,
1996) . Several theorists have portrayed suicide from a
social—psychological viewpoint. For example, somé theorists
view adolescent suicide as an interaction between multiple
social and psychological factors (Berman & Jobes, 1991).
Another analyst views suicide from a developmental,
social/psychological perspective. Borrowing from Erikson’s
ideas according to this theory, adolescent suicide is
related to developmental regression in identity formation
that can lead to depression and/or suicide (Berman & Jobes,
1991) .

Shneidman, Faberow, & Litman did research on suicide
beginning in the early 1950s. Tﬁeir studies in suicidology,
as it came to be known, were pioneering. Shneidman has been

the most prolific of these three researchers on suicide. He
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views suicide as stemming from frustrated needs (Shneidman,
1996). Needs are central to his view of suicide and.the
human condition. He followé in Murray’'s steps by employing
a need based motivational view of suicide. He conceives of
suicide as precipitated by unbearable psychologiéal pain,
which he calls “psychache,” that prompts an individual to
seek relief by taking their lives (Shneidman, 1996).
Shneidman, along with his colleagues, conducted
“psychological autopsies” of those who committed suicide to
determine what common features they exhibited (Shneidman,
1970d); (Shneidman, 1996). Shneidman (1996) proposed a set
of ten common features that those who are suicidal display,
such as a common purpose - seeking a solution, a common goal
- cessation of the pain, and a common emotion - a hopeless
and helpless feeling, for example. They contended since
there were clues to most suicides prior to their completion,
intervention strategies could be developed to help prevent
it. As a result of their research and empirical
investigations, they set up the Los Angeles Suicide
Prevention Center in the 1950s to do just this (Shneidman,

1970b; Shneidman, 1996).
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Finally, regarding theoretical perspectives on suicide,
a few comments on Beck’s contributions. Beck is a cognitive
psychologist who has developed a depression rating
inventory. Based on his research on depression, he has
found that hopelessness is strongly associated with
completed suicides for both depressed inpatients and
outpatients (Jamison, l§99). Beck’s views on hopelessness
and its relationship to depression and suicidevhave gained
increasing acceptance. The theoretical perspectives
reviewed on suicide were not meant to be exhaustive, but
rather were intended to focus upon seminal and cutting edge
theories in this area.

Statistics on Suicide and Parasuicide

One of the factors that make suicide a human behavior
that is difficult to study is it is a relatively low
incidence behavior, especially with respect to completed
suicides. 1In 1996, just over 30,000 people committed
suicide in the United States (Shea, 1999). This seemingly
large number might appear to contradict the prior assertion.
However, when viewed in larger context, this represents only
12 of 100,000 people committing suicide on average in the

United States per year (Marcus, 1996). Suicide is the ninth
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leading cause of death by adults in the United States (Shea,
1999). Suicide ranks third as the cause of death for 15 to
24 year olds, and it is the fourth leading cause of death
among 10 to 14 year olds (NASP Communique Insert, 2001).
Males are at a much greater risk in the 15 to 24 year old
category of killing thémselves. The ratioc of completed
suicides of males to females is four to seven times greater
among males than females (Peters, 1985 and NASP Communique
Insert, 2001), although girls attempt suicide three to four
times more often (Marcus, 1996; Peters, 1985). This
discrepancy is based upon the fact that young males tend to
ﬁse more lethal means to kill themselves ﬁhan young females.
Also, it has been suggested that for young females it may
represent more of an-act of communication, a crying out for
help, than it doeé for young males (Shea, 1999; Marcus,
1996; Shneidman, 1970d): In the United States in 1995, 330
children in the 10 to 14 age group killea themselves and
seven children aged 5 to 9 did (Shea, 1999). From 1952 to
1992, the suicide rate among adolescents and young adulté
tripled (Shea, 1999). Possible reasons for this dramatic
proportional increase are examined in the next section of

the literature review. In absolute terms, the numbers of
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youth reported to take their lives each year is in the 5,000
range (Gibson, 1994), although the number is believed to be
much higher than this, becéuse it is-so under—reportéd in
cases such as “deliberate auto accidents, victim
precipitated homicides, and inconclusive coroner reports”
(Gibson, 1994,.p. 17).

These numbers viewed in isolatiqn are not very
encouraging. However, there are some other statistics that
offer hope with reépect to those who are contemplating.
and/or attempted suicide and to tﬁose who are working with
them. Less than one perceﬁt of those people who have
suicidal thoughts eventually go on to kill thémselves,
according to Shea (1999). As noted previously, young people
make 200 attempts for evefy completed suicide, although not
as encouraging is a 1997 high school survey of students in
which 1 in 5 students considered and 1 in 10 actually
attempted suicide the‘previOué year (hamison, 1999). On the
other hand, 80% of those who are consideriné suicidé give
clues, which can be verbal, behavioral, or situational in
nature (Shneidman, 1987). Another figure that provides hope
is roughly 50% of those who commit suicide.have been seen by

their primary care doctor within the month prior to their
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suicide (Shea, 1999). A study cited in Berman & Jobes
(1991) found that about one-half of those who committed
suicide had had previous contact with a mental health
professional. This piece of information can be locked at in
two ways. Either it can be viewed negatively, because even
after seeing a mental health provider they still killed
themselvesg, or it can be viewed positively in the sense they
were reaching out for help. Possibly with further training
and knowledge on the subject of suicide, these mental health
professionals could do a better job in the future. A survey
of 120 high school students found that if they were
considering suicide, 91% would first tell a friend of their
intentions (Ross, 1985). Finally, one study of people
hospitalized for aepression or a suicide attempt found that
within the highest risk subgroup, based on certain factors
within this high risk group, only one of five committed
suicide in the two years following their hospitalization
(Stone, 1999).

Pecple who are contemplating suicide are often
ambivalent about living or dying. For most people in the
throes of depression and despair, who have thought of

killing themselves, they come down in the end in choosing
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life over death, as the statistics have shown. This is
especially true for young people, as previously noted, by
their frequent attempt to completion ratio. . For the
elderly, the prospects for life, when they are considering
 suicide, are not nearly as good. This is due to the fact
that they make only two to four attempts for every completed
suicide (Marcus, 1996). These figﬁres should provide hope
for youth and those who deal with them; there is something
that can be done to help ;hem even when they are down and in
despair. Even more can be done to help them if family,
friends, teachers, counselors, primary care doctors, and
mental health professionals become more knowledgeable and
comfortable in dealing with a youth who is considering
.suicide as an option to his or her life’s problems.
Risk Factors Associated with Suicide

There are several genéral risk factors which are
associated with greater suicidal risk. There are specific
precipitating stressors that can lead a person to attempt to
take his or her life. The risk factors that predispose an
individual to be suicidal, targeted here, pfimarily involve
psychiatric disorders. Shea (1999) has indicated that

reviews of completed suicides have shown as many as 95% of
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all suicides, and this includés both adolescent and adult
populations, have been committed by people with a
psychiatric disturbance. Before examining what the most
prominent psychiatric disturbances are, some other general
risk factors will be mentioned. As noted, males are more
likely to kill themselves, while.females are more likely to
attempt to do so. This holds true across age categories.
With respect to age, the elderly and yoﬁng males are high
risk groups (Marcus, 1996). Certain racial/ethnic groups
are high risk. Native Americans are at the highest risk to
kill themselves in the United States (Marcus, 1996). Whites
kill themselves more often than blacks do, although the
numbers of black suicides afe increasing (Marcus, 1996).
Regafding physical illness, Jamison (1999) stated that
virtually everyone who has a physical illness and then
eventually commits suicide also had a psychiatric illness.
She goes on to say these physical illnesses, which can lead
to suicide, are typically those that adversely affect brain
functioning (Jamison, 1999). Although Shea (1999) points
out that physical illnesses, which result in chronic pain,
loss of function, and disfigurement, also can lead an

individual to commit suicide. Jamison (1999) notes that a
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previous history of suicide attempts is the most powerful
predicator of subsequent suicide. These individuals have a
38 times greater than expected risk of killing themselves.
Finally, éeographically speaking, some countries and states
in the United States are more prone to higher suicide risk.
Hungary has a'very high rate of 40 per 100,000 (Marcds,
1996) and in the United States, New Jersey has the lowest
rate of 6.5 per 100,000, while Nevada has the highest at 25
per 100,000 of any state (Marcus, 1996). Reasons for why a
person is more likely to kill him or herself are obvious for
some of the categories listed above and not so obvious for
others.

When one thinks of a suicidal person, the first thought
that comes to mind is that he or she must have been
depressed. 1In rank ordering the prevalence of psychiatric
disorders among suicidal indiﬁiduals Shea (1999) ranks them
from more prominent to less prominent as follows: major
depression, alcoholism, schizophrenis, bipolar disorder, and -
borderline personality disorder. He goes on to mention
that, at times, individuals with an anxiety based disorder
will hide their symptoms by presenting with depressive

complaints (Shea, 1999). People suffering from obsessive
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compulsive disorder represent almost 2% of the suicides
committed in the United States (Shea, 1999). More
speéifically, depression as a risk factor in adolescent
suicidal behavior can be seen, as one study reported, that
83% of young people who contemplated suicide were also
depressed (Kirk, 1993). Of those adolescents who develop
major depression, around 7% may eventually take their own
lives (Cash, 2002). Kirk (1993) suggests acting out,
impulsive behaviors among children and adolescents may mask
underlying depressive symptoms. Jamison (1999) points to a
hereditary, biological component in impulsive, aggressive
acts (including suicide) where research has shown that low
gserotonin levels can lead to such behaviors. One study
cited by Stone (1999) indicated that the greatest risk
factors for teen suicide were in decreasing importance:
prior attempt, major depression, substance abuse, antisocial
behavior, and family history of suicide. Chronic alcohol or
drug abuse can lead to suicide by decreasing impulse control
"or by precipitating psychotic process, which entails
impaired, irrational thinking (Shea, 1999)l Adolescent boys
typically are more impulsive and engage in more acting out

types of behavior, such as alcohol and drug abuse, than

3
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adolescent girls do. Between 15% and 25% éf all completed
suicides are committed by the.chemically dependent (Daley &
Moss, 2002).

Some other predisposing factors to youth suicide that
are not necessarily related to psychiatric disturbances are
briefly reviewed now. One study of youth who had committed
suicide found up to 50% of them had some type of learning,
disability (Berman & Jobes, 1991). Other studies have shown
homosexual youth to be at much greater risk for committing
suicide. Homosexual youth, it has been estimated, are two«
to six times more likely than other yoﬁth to commit suicide,
especially just after coming out (Berman & Jobes, 19921).
Social factors, more specifically, verbal/physical abuse and
general intolerance, are cited as the key factors leading to
suicide among this population (Remafedi, 1994; Gibson,
1994). 1In other words, psychological factors, such as ego
dystonic homésexuality, are reported by these researchers to
be less critical than social discrimination and prejudice in
leading to such high rates of suicide among gay youth. It
has been estimated that gay youth sﬁicide may represent up
to 30% of youth suicide (Remafredi, 1994). However, it

should be noted that social and psychological factors are
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not acting in isolation here, but rather interact
(Shneidman, 1970a). Another characteristic of suicidal
youth, which is not neceésarily psychiatric in nature, is
their perfectionism (Slaby & Garfinkel, i994). Adolescents
who display this type of thought process engage in all or
nothing thinking, which can make them more prone to extreme
solutions, such as suicide, to life’s everyday problems.
Some adolescent observers (Sléby & Garfinkel, 1994;
Kreisman & Straus, 1989) emphasize that typical teen
emotional turmoil must not be confused with the depressive
and/or impulsive, acting out symptomology characteristic of
suicidal youth. They acknowledge that this is not always
easy to do. There are several specific precipitating
stressors that typically have been found to lead to suicide
attempts among adolescents. These include: breakup with a
boyfriend or girlfriend, arguments with siblings and
friends, loss of a friend or family member - (including
divorce), personal injury or illness, and school problems
such as failing grades, harassment, and changing schools

(Kirk, 1993 & Berman & Jobes, 1991).
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Skills and Attitudes Essential for Effective
Suicide Intervention

Attention is now turned to a review of the literature
with respect to skills and attitudes that have been
discussed and/or documented as being essential for effective
suicide intervention. The focus in this section is not on
the school setting. That setting is examined later. Rather
here these skills and attitudes are examined in a broader
therapeutic context, which encompasses all age levels of
suicidal individuals.

Two key factors are frequently cited by commentators on
the subject as being necessary for counselors to possess or
demonstrate to intervene effectively‘with individuals
contemplating suicide. They are coﬁpetence and a caring
attitude (Shea, 1999; Jamison, 1999; Faberow et.al., 1970;
Berman & Jobes, 1991; Kirk, 1993; Slaby & Garfinkel, 1994;
Hinson, 1982). One study involving nursing students found
that these factors are not necessarily related (Inman et
al., 1984). Other studies have demonstrated that training
and experience in suicide intervention skills, as well as in

the area of providing a warm, caring environment can improve

29



counselor competence in both of these éreas (Neimeyer et
al., 2001; Neimeyer & Pfeiffer, 1994).

Several areas of counselor competence have beern
pinpointed as being critical in dissuading an individual
from carrying through with his or her suicidal plans.
First, there is simply the area of technical competence.
Knowledge of risk factors is important (Shea, 1999). These
risk factors can fall into the chronic and immediate risk
categories (Shea, 1999). Chronic risk factors relate to
such identifying characteristics of the person as follows:
age, sex, family background (history of suicide in the
family), mental state (depressed, agitated, anxious,
psychotic process, all being danger signs), and social
relationships (social isolation, rejection, or recent loss)
(Shea, 1999). Othef risk factors are cited by several
suicide intervention experts as being more important than
these chronic factors in determining whether or not an
individual is in immediate risk of committing suicide. Key
factors hefe include: 1) the presence of suicidal intent, 2)
a concrete, detailed plan for carrying out this intention,
and 3) the availability of lethal means for doing this

(Kirk, 1993; Shea, 1999; and Faberow, et. al., 1970).
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Interviewing skills are most important in eliciting this
information. Shea (1999) states open-ended versus close-
ended questions are much more productive in this process.
Domino and Swain (1985-86) conducted a study of 280 mental
health professionals examining the relationship between
knowledge of suicide lethality and attitudes toward suicide.
In their study, they found the following professional groups
to be most knowledgeable to least knowledgeable of suicide
lethality in descending order: psychiatrists, pgychologists,
crisis interventionists, physicians, social workers,
psychiatric nurses, counselors, and clergy (Domino & Swain,
1985-86) . Lethality factors in this study included both
more immediate and more chronic risk factors. Regarding
attitudes, the mental health professionals who recognized a
greater number of suicide signs tended to perceive suicide
as acceptable and as a reaction to difficult circumstances
rather than as it being manipulative and self destructive in
nature (Domino & Swain, 1985-86). Also, they believe the
elderly, and to a lesser degree the deviant, are more prone
to suicide, and they do recocgnize that suicide can represent
a cry for help (Domino & Swain, 1985-86). Others have also

discussed the possibility of suicide as being a rational,
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acceptable choice for some people, for example, those with
chronic, debilitating mental and physical illnesses (Rogers
et. al., 2001; Nelson, 1984).°

This viewpoint towards suicide is a controversial one.
As Nelson (1984), one of the proponents of this position
acknowledges, the general assumption in our society is that
suicide should be prevented, and “life is preferable to
death” (Nelson, 1984, p. 1328). Other suicide commentators,
who take a pro-life, anti-suicide position focus upon the
transient nature of the suicidal intent for most people
(Shea, 1999; Jamison, 1999; Kirk, 1993; Berman & Jobes,
1991; Shneidman, 1985). Kirk (1993), in discussing suicide
intervention with adolescents, states that the suicide
“assessor” must not be ambivalent  about suicide. He or she
must be firmly opposed to it as an acceptable option,
otherwise that ambivalence may be communicated to the at
risk adolescent (Kirk, 1993). Shea (1999), in discussing a
more varied, in terms of age, suicidal population states
that the “interviewer” must come to terms with his or her
own biases toward suicide, as well as any personal history
relating to suicide, in order to make him or herself more

psychologically available to the suicidal client. Neimeyer,
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et. al. (2001}, in a study of undergraduate psychology
students, suicide hotline volunteers, and graduate students
in clinical/counseling psychology, found several personal
and professional factors related to effective suicide
intervention. On a personal level, a personal history of
suicidality, viewiﬁg suicide as an acceptable option, and a
view of death as something to be feared rather than as a
natural part of life, were all associated¥with less
effective responses to suicidal verbalizations (Neimeyer,
et. al., 2001);‘ On a professional level, a higher level of
training and having seen a greater number of suicidal
clients, was'correlated with higher suicide counseling
competence (Neimeyer, et. al., 2001).

There is no firm and hard line between so-called
technical competencies and creating a caring environment in
which the suicidal person will share his thoughts and
feelings, according to several of the sources this
researcher reviewed on suicide counseling (Shea, 1999; Kirk,
1993; Jamison, 1999; Shneidman, 1985; Hinson, 1982). The
méin reason for this is because suicide intervention entails
a relationship between a counselor and a client. Anything

that can further this relationship, whether it relates to
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technical, authoritative competence or the perception
thereof by the client, warmth and self-disclosure where
relevant, or humor, is viewed as fostering a greater
probability of an.effective suicide intervention (Befman &
Jobes, 1991). 1In a research study dealing with therapist
self-disclosure in general counseling situations, it was
found that clients in the increased self-disclosure
condition reported “less symptom distress and also mentioned
they liked their therapists more” (Barrett & Berman, 2001).
Hinson (1982), in discussing strategies for suicide
intervention over the phone, indicates that an authoritative
role, as seen in a parent-child relationship, can help to
elicit suicidal intent and plans. She also states that
direct, realistic, noneuphemistic questions are more
helpful, for example, saying “killing'yourself” rather than
*doing yourself in” (Hinson,~1982). Several commentators
have called for a tolerant, nonjudgmental attitude on the
counselor’s part to elicit maximum information (Hinson,
1982; Shea, 1999; Kirk, 1993; and Shneidman, 1970c). Open-
ended, specific questions are also reported to be most
productive (Shea, 1999). The importance of repeatedly

questioning as to the person’s lack of suicidal intent has

34



been emphasized by a few commentators as being the safest
course of action (Shea, 1999; Daley & Moss, 2002).‘
Creating a warm, empathic environment is emphasized
more then technical competence in leading to effective
suicide intervention in the literature. Berman & Jobes
(1991) refer to a study on counseling in general, which
found more than 60% of the variance of treatment outcome
appeared to be the result of a therapist-client match in
terms of compatibility. Berman & Jobes (1991) and Kirk
(1993) state that such compatibility is also critical in
effectively intervening with suicidal adolescents. The
establishment of a warm, calm, relaxed, and unhurried
climate is deemed to be critical in facilitating the
development of trust between the counselor and the suicidal
individual (Shea, 1999; Slaby & Garfinkel, 1994).
Development of trust is central to disclosure of suicidal
intent, because the suicidal ind;vidual is being asked to
reveal very deep, personal, often times unflattering,
information about him or herself. Shea (1999) describes the
best atmosphere for intimate sharing as one fostered by the
counselor in which'the patient feels “maximally comfortable

with the interviewer while being maximally uncomfortable
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with his or her own pain” (Shea, 1999, p. 145). For Shea
(1999), the development of such a relationship can lead to
the “window” which enables the therapist to enter the
private world of the suicidal individual. Unless this is
done, effective help will not be forthcoming, according to
Shea (1999). Slaby & Garfinkel (1994) state it a bit
differently, but they still emphasize the importance of the
relationship when they indicate it is central to understand
the crisis from theAsuicidal person’s point of view.

If a warm, trusting relationship develops between the
counselor and the suicidal person, there are dependency
needs that ﬁay be satisfied in the suicidal person, which
can lead to transference (Litman, 1970z). Such dependenée
and transference can lead to discomfort, undue pressure, and
feelings of rejection by the counselor in relation to the
client (Shea, 1999; Litman, 1970z). It is'important for the
counselor to be aware of these countertransference feelings
gso that he or she can work through them, so that a positive,
optimistic, hopeful attitude, as opposed to a negative,
pessimistic, rejecting attitude, can be conveyed to the

client (Litman, 1970z; Richards, 2000}.
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Suicide Intervention in the School Setting

Scott Poland, past president of NASP, is one of the
leading authorities onncrisis intervention, inciudiﬁg
dealing with suicidal students, in the public schools. He
has written extensively on the subject. In Best Practices
IIT (1995),.hé has written on sﬁicide intervention where he
pinpoints the need for schools to develop a suicide
" intervention program which includes.the following: 1)
detection of suicidal students, 2) assessing the severity of
their symptoms, 3) notifying parents, 4) securing needed
mental health services for the student, and 5) providing
follow-up at school. Poland (1995) emphasizes that schooi
psychologists need to be knowledgeable about community
resources that are available to assist suicidal students.
Slaby et. al. (1990) also discuss the mental health link
that school counselors can take a leading role with in the
school setting. This is the link between the schools and
other institutions in the community, which can help suicidal
students. Related to the mental health link and the
associated suicide intervention services provided in the
schools, there is a recent movement in school psycﬁology to

put more emphasis on the psychology (mental health aspect of
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school psychology) than on the school or assessment
component. There has been extensive coverage of this
movement in the School Psychology Review and the Communigque,
two publications of NASP. See the following for further
discussion of this issue (Nastasi, et. al., 1998; Dwyer &
Bernstein, 1998; Reeder, et. al, 1997; Feinberg, 2001;
Dwyer, 1995} Nichol, 1993; Talley & Short, 1994; Kuffner,
2001; Allen, 2000; Wrobel, 1999; Position Statement -
Communique Insert, 1998).

Peters (1985) also discusses the mental health link
aspect of suicide interveﬁtion in the schools: and she also
touches upon key identification and prevention issues. She
notes that suicide is part of a process, and she views
counselor intervention with suicidal youth in the schools aé
basically providing psychological “first aid” (1995).
Thompson (1990) writes about crisis management in the
schools, involving suicide and sudden loss, from a more
detailed step-by-step approéch. Shamoo & Patros (1985)
provide an interesting framework, not limited to the school
setting, with respect to suicide intervention strategies for
the adolescent. They present eight strategies that deal

with affective, cognitive, and behavioral aspects which
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suicidal adolescents typically present with (Shamoo &
Patros, 1985).

School Counselors’ Attitudes Toward Suicide Intervention

Very little research has béen done on school

counselors’ attitudes regarding their perceived
effectiveness and comfort level in working with suicidal
students. As a matter of fact, one such study, conducted in
1999, indicated there had been no published study at that
time that investigated the perceived self-efficacy of high
school counselors in recognizing students who might be at
risk for coﬁmitting suicide (King, et. al, 1999). This
survey study of almost 2,000 high school counselors, who
were randomly selected, found that only one-third of them
believed they could recognize a student who was at risk for
suicide (King, et. al, 1999). A previous study, conducted
in a suburban high school in a major Midwestern metropolitan
area, found students were most comfortable talking to their
school counselors than any other school professional about
personal problems (Armacost, 199Q). The counselors in the
King, et. al., (1999) study recognized by an overwhelming
majority (87%) that it was part of their role to identify

students who are a suicidal risk. An even greater number of
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this sample (89%) reported that they had dealt with a
student who had expressed suicidal thoughts to them (King,
et. al, 1990). A key finding of the study was that
counselors who worked at high schools which had crisis
intervention teamé, were significantly more likely to have
high perceived effectiveness in dealing with suicidal
students (King, et. al., 1999). Besides recommending
greater use of crisis intervention teams, these researchers
also recommended counselor training programs to increase
their training on‘suicide intervention, as well as calling
for greater collaboration between professionals, including
community mental health professionals, in this area.
Another study of high school counselors in Dallas
assessed the perceived effectiveness of counselors in
determining the level of risk of suicidal students (King &
Smith, 2000). They found that counseiors who received
Project SOAR (Suicide Options Awareness & Relief) training
most recently were significantly more knowledgeéble about
suicide intervention steps than counselors who had received
this training longer ago (King & Smith, 2000). The person
who conducted this periédic training was “a suicidologist

and crisis specialist employed by the Dallas School .
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District” (King & Smith, 2000). There were a couple of
other significant findings in this study. Counselors who
had assessed six or more suicidal students in their career
perceived themselves as being significantly more effective
(knowledgeable) than counselors who had not assessed this
many suicidal students (King & Smith, 2000). Finally,
counselors with five years or less experience were found to
be significantly more knowledgeable about suicide
intervention procedures than those who were employed longer
than this (King & Smith, 2000). They propose two possible
reasons for this seeming contradiction. First of all, more
recent graduates among counselors are closer to their course
work on suicide intervention than older graduates.
Secondly; the newer counselors were possibly more exposed to
suicide crisis intervention ipstruction in their graduate
college curriculums than the older, more experienéed
counselors (King & Smith, 2000)l

Gora, et. al,.(1992) conducted a study of 30 school
based counselors at the elementary, junior high, and high
school levels in an urban school district in the province of
Alberta, Canada. This study examined school counselors’

perceived effectiveness in several aspects of their job,
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including suicide crisis counseling (Gora, et. al., 1992).
Interestingly, the overall_results were ambivalent. The
areas in which they felt they had the greatest impact -
school problems, family problems, suicide and sexual abuse,
were. almost exactly the same as the problems for which they
felt they had the least impact (Gora, et. al., 1992). The
lone exception to this was sexual abuse, which was not
included on their list of problems for which they felt they
had little impact (Gora, et. al., 1992). The counselors in
this study indicated there were several factors that helped
to lead to positive outcomes in dealing with several problem
areas. They included: developing a trusting counseling
relationship with the student, being a good listener, and
bringing up and focusing on the students’ strengths and not
their weaknesses (Gora, et. al., 1992). Several counselors
mentioned teamwork, involving consulting with other staff
members, had been important in dealing with difficult cases,
such as counseling a suicidal student (Gora, et. al., 1992).
Several factors were cited by the school counselors as
hampering their ability to have more of an impact on the
students they counseled. Overall these included: lack of

parental support, low student motivation, and a lack of time
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(Gora, et. al., 1992). _Several counsélors also cited some
areas in which they felt they needed further training in
order to have more of a positive impact. One of these was
crisis counseling (Gora, et. al., 1992). 1In an effort to
overcome some of the deficiencies cited, these researchers
suggested that this school district could possibly turn to
the community, including mental health services, to help
them in assisting students with their problems (Gora, et.
al., 1992).

In én anecdotal account, an elementary.schooi counselor
from Essex, Connecticut, supports some of the points made
and recommendations offered in the previously reviewed
study. This counselor discusses a. successful suicide
intervention with a éixth grade étudent, which she thinks
was based upon the following factors: suicide intervention
training, dissemination of this information to the school
staff, and the ability to develop a trusting relationship
with this student as a result of previous ongoing guidance
lessons in his classrocom (Andreozzi, 1988). In other words,
regarding the last point, she needed time in her estimation
to build this trust so that at a later time she could

successfully counsel this student, when he was feeling
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suicidal. As a result of her training and successful
intervention in this case, this school counselor appeared to
be more confident in herself and comfértable with working
with suicidal students.

In another foreign study (Dissertation Abstract, 2002),
over 400 Irish guidance counselors were randomly selected to
examine their self-efficacy in identifying and assessing
students who are at risk for suicide. There were two key
findings of this study. First of all, guidance counselors
who had dealt with a suicidal student before were three
"times more confident in their abilities to intervene
successfully with a suicidal student than those who had not
had such exposure (Dissertation Abstract, 2002). Male
guidance counselqrsvwere almosf three times more 1ike1y than
female ggidanbe counéelors to have high suicide intervention
self-efficacy (Dissertation Abstract, 2002).

Kush & Malley (1991) conducﬁed a descriptive study of
adolescent suicide prevention/intervention programs. Their
study involved guidance}counselors who were randomly
s€lected nationwide to complete a questionnaire (Kush &
Malley, 1991). There were several key findings in this

study. First of all, almost half of the schools in this
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study did not have a formal prevention/intervention program
(Kush & Malley, 1991). Secondly, 41% indicated they had no
training in assessing lethality with respect to suicide risk
(Kush & Malley, 1991). And thirdly, and most important in
relation to the research topic of this study, 51% of the
respondents lacked confidence in their ability in school as
a prevention agent of adolescent suicide, even though
virtually all of these respondents reported they had
received suicide prevention/intervention training (Kush &
Malley, i99l).

Finally, Siehl and Moomaw (1991) conducted a study of
over 200 school counselors, randomly selected, who work at
the elementary, junior high, and high school levels with
respect to their “attitudes, knowledge, comfort, and
referral levels” in working with adblescents who are
contemplating suicide (Siehl & Moomaw, 1991). There were
several key findings of their study. Virtually all of them
were more comfortable in assessing suicide risk if a team
approach was used, and similar numbers of them were
comfortable in referring suicidal students to other
professional and outside agencies (Siehl & Moomaw, 1991).

Two-thirds responded that their skills were not strong
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enough to help a suicidal student, and a similar number of
them felt it was preferable to refer such students to other
professionals or outside agencies at the mere mention of
suicide (Siehl & Moomaw, 199i). They concluded that school
counselors refer out suicidal adolescent students at a very
high rate, given their discomfort in working with this
population, despite the fact that the level of their
knowledge, training, and experience is high (Siehl & Moomaw,
1991).
Summary

Suicide is a problem that is increasingly confronting
the youth in 6ur country. The rate of suicide has tripled
among this population over the past half century, and the
age at which it is being committed is getting younger and
younger. The topic of suicide has tended to be taboo. This
is gradually changing. There have been increasing efforts
in intervention and prevention, as well as research on
suicide. Tﬁis study was condﬁcted, at least in part, to
further these efforts.

The public schools are increasingly being asked to
provide more services to their student populations. There

are several reasons for this. Today’s youth are facing more
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and more problems, such as substance abuse, child abuse,
teen pregnancy, divorced parents, depression, and other
stressors. Other institutions in our society, such as the
family and the church, which have helped to address the
problems of youth and other societal problems, no longer do
so as effectively as Ehey have in the pasﬁ. Thérefére,
public schools are being asked to pick up the slack, so to
speak, left by the decliné in the effectiveness of these
institutions in dealing with tHe problems. of yopth.
Counseling services, includiné crisis coﬁnseling of suicidal
students, has become a greater part of a school counselor’s
duties, as a result. The research reviewed in this study
has found that school counselors are often uncomfortable
with, and lack confidence in, their abilities to perform
what might be a life saving role, even in some cases in
which they have been trained to‘do this. More encouraging
are other results.obtained from some of these studies that,
with increased training and experience working with suicidal
students, as well as collegial support in this endeavor,
school counselors can become more confident and comforﬁable

with this role.
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There have been only a few studies on school
counselors’ attitudes and feelings towards working with
suicidal students. They have tended to be survey
questionnaire in nature. This type of study, in fhis
researcher’s estimation, is good at providing salient
factors in need of further, in-depth analysis. So in one
way they are useful by pointing out areas in need of further
research. However, in another way they are deficient
because they are too superficial. That was the intent of
this research study - to flesh out and examine in greater
detail how,school counselors view this critical role they
are being increasingly asked to perform.

The general literature on suicide intervention suggests
that technical counseling competence, and relationship
building skills, and resultaﬁt highef levels of confidence,
are critical in dealing effectively with suicidal
individuals.

The focus in this study was on school psychologists and
school éocial workers and their counseling of suicidal
students. This represents a key difference with!mosﬁ of the
studies which were reviewed here about counselor attitudes

in that most of the counselors surveyed appeared to be
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guidance counselors, although this was not always clear in
reading these studies. This study focused on these two
professional groups, because it waé thought they are the
most highly trained mental health professionals in the
school setting. In those borderline cases that could go
either way in terms of the suicidal student choosing life or
death, school counselor skills, it is the contention here,
are just as important as student variables in determining
whether or not there will be a successful outcome to the
suicide intervention. This researcher thinks in the most
serious cases school psychologists and social workers are
typically most knowledgeable and competent in linking up the
suicidal student and his family with outside counseling

services. This area was examined in this study, as well.
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Chapter 3
Design of the Study

Sample

The participants in this study were fifteen school
psychologists and school social workers. Mést of the
participants work in the public school seﬁting. Of the
fifteen people interviewed, fourteen work or have worked* in
the public school setting. One of the participants works at
a private school. Ten échool psychologists and five social
workers were interviewed. All of these school professionals
work or have worked in schools in New Jersey. All of these
schools were in the southern New Jersey area. Fourteen of
the respondents work or worked in school systems in
Gloucester County. One works in Camden county and one works
in Burlington county. The fespondent from Burlington
county, it should be noted, worked for fourteen years in
Gloucester county before moving to a new position in
Burlington county two years ago. The average level of
experience of the sample was 17 years with a range of 3%

years to 33 years in the school setting.

*One of the respondents retired in November 2001.
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Nine of the participants were male, and six were
female. Of the ten school psychologists, seven were male
and three were female. And of the five school social
workers interviewed, three were female and two were male.
The educational levei of the participants ranged from the
bachelor’s to the doctoral level. The edﬁcational breakdown
of the.participants was as follows: one at the bachelor’s
level, four at the master’s level, five at the **master’s
+30 credit level, two at the ***Ed.S. level, and three at
the doctoral level. In further breaking down the sample in
termgs of educational level, four of the five school social
workers interviewed had master’s degrees and one had a
bachelor’s degree. And of the ten school psychologists,
five were certified, two had Ed.S. degrees, snd three had
doctorates.

This researcher nonrandomly selected this sample based
on the facts that he either had worked with the respondents

or knew them from participation in school psychologist

**Thig level of education is minimally required for
certification in New Jersey to be able to function as a
school psychologist. Certification is conferred by the
state.

***Ed.S. is an Educational Specialist’s degree in school
psychology. It falls between the certification and doctoral
levels. Like doctoral or master’s degrees, it is conferred
by the educational institution attended.
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associations. They were selected not only because he had
known them, but also respected their skills. In addition,
each of the participants was also selected on the basis of
having conducted at least five suicidal interventions over
the course of their counseling careers in the schools.
Measures

The measurement device employed in this research study
was a semi-structured interview. This instrument was.
constructed by this researcher. Data obtained was basically
either demographic or attudinal in nature. In other words,
the respondents were asked a series of questions about their
education and experience. They were then asked a series of
questions about their attitudes toward suicide and suicide
intervention. Several of the questions involved an expanded
Likert scale format. On these questions, the respondents
had to rate themselves from 1 to iO with 1 being the lowest
level of functioning and 10 the highest. The semi-
structured nature of the interview format came into play in
the 1) the respondents were asked a series of standard
questions, and 2) depending upon their responses to these
questions, further probing by this researcher in the form of

follow-up questions followed. And at the end of the
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interview, the participants were asked to respond to certain
terms or questions in projective fashion with the first
thought that came to their mind.
Design

The research design employed in this master’s thesis
was descriptive in nature. In order words, commonalities
and themes in the participants’ responses were pinpointed.
This entailed the depiction of the respondents’ answers in
percentage terms and verbal descriptions of some of their
responses. The latter are utilized in this thesis to flesh
out some of the common themes that emerge.

Research Questions

The research questions in this thesis centered around
counselor characteristics, and how they impacted suicide
intervention in the schools. More specifically, it was
proposed that 1) counselors who viewed suicide intervention
as one of their primary roles, and 2) were more comfortable
in doing suicide interventions would perceive themselves as
being more effective in conducting suicide interventions
than those counselors who did not. And there was presumed
to be a‘positive relationship between these two variables.

Respondents were asked to rank order the various roles they
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performed in their jobs as school psychologists and social
workers from most important to least important as they
perceived them. They were questioned about their comfort
level in doing suicide intervention on a scale of 1 to 10
with 1 being least comfortable and 10 being most
comfortable. They were then asked how they perceived theif
performance in conducting these interventions on a scale of
1 to 10 with 1 being least competent and 10 being most
competent.
Analysis

The research questions were tested in this study in the
following manner. First of all, only those respondents who
rated suicide intervention as either the most important or
second most important role they performed in their job were
viewed as conceiving of suicide intervention as one of their
primary role responsibilities. This aividing line between
priﬁary and secondary role responsibilities was arbitrarily
selected by this researcher. However, it was not without
basis, in.that for most people who have multiple task jobs,
such as school psychologists and social workers, who
typically have five or six responsibil%ties, role

responsibilities assessed as being below the first two are
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seldom viewed as being primary in this researcher’s opinion.
Secondly, the comfort level and pérformance level questions,
administered using an expanded Likert scale, were rated as
follows: only those responses of 7 or above were viewed as
indicating high comfort level and high performance level.
This dividing line was also somewhat arbitrary, but not
without basis, as well. And that basis was 70% is often
viewed as a passing grade in schools. Consequently, it was
viewed as a “passing” grade, so to speak, on these two
questions. Some might argue that 70% is a bit low to
designate something as existing at a high comfort or
pefformance level. It could be argued 80% or higher could
legitimately be claimed as a more appropriate dividing line
between high and low performance. This is a point well
taken. However, since any dividing line is arbitrary, and
since it could also be argued by some that performance on a
variable in the 70% to 80% range being designated as low is

questionable, 70% seems a fair enough percentage.

Summary

This study attempted to find out whether or not school
counselors (school psychologists and social workers) who

viewed suicide intervention as one of their primary role
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. responsibilities, and who were more comfortable in doing
this, perceived themselves as being more effective in
conducting suicide interventions than counselors who did
not. This study employed semi-structured interviews. It
was qualitative and descriptivé in nature, although some
quantification in the form of rank ordering of role
responsibilities and expanded Likert scale ratings on
several questions allowed for spedification and
categorization of the key research questions. And this
enabled the results to be portrayed in percentage terms,
which facilitated discussion of whether or not the research

questions were supported.
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Chapter 4

Analysis of Results

General Findings

It was originally proposed that school counselors who
perceived suicide intervention as one of their primary roles
would perceive themselves as being more successful in
conducting these interventioﬁs than counselors who did not.
Nine of the fifteen school psychologists and school social
workers who were interviewed, based on the results obtained
in this study, supported this hypothesis. Another-;
proposition was that school counselors, who were more
comfortable in doing suicide interventions, would perceive.‘
themselves as being more successful in conducting such
interventions than counselors who were not as comfortable in
these siﬁuations. Nine of the fifteen school céunselors
interviewed, based on this study, supported this hypothesis.
And finaily, the?e was proposed to be a positive
relationship between these two factors. In other words,
school counselors who viewed suicide intervention as one of
their primary roles were more likely to be more comfortable
in doing this and were hypothesized as perceiving themselves

as being more successful in these situations than counselors
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who did not support both of these views. Eight of the
fifteen school counselors interviewed, given the findings,
supported this proposition.

This discussion of the results obtained in this study
represents an analysis at the most general level. 1In order
to more accurately assess whether or not the research
guestions were supported in this study, an analysis of the
results in a comparative context is necessary. For example,
how did the perceived performance of those school counselors
who ranked suicide intervention as one of their primary
responsibilities compare with those counselors who did not.
Ten of the counselors rank ordered suicide intervention as
one of their primary responsibilities, as defined in this
thesis. And of these ten counselors, nine of them perceived
their performance as being high, as defined in this study,
in these situations. Whereas, for those five school
counselors who rank ordered suicide intervention not as a
primary responsibility, their perceived performance level
was low in three of five cases. Another way of stating this
is 90% of those who rank ordered suicide intervention as a
primary role responsibility saw themselves as being more

successful at doing this. And only 40% of those who rank
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ordered suicide intervention as a secondary role perceived
themselves as being successful.

Now turning to comfort level, nine of the school
counselors were more comfortable, as defined in this study,
in conducting suicide interventions. Six of the counselors
were less comfortable in doing this. Of those nine who were
more comfortable in doing this, all nine, or 100%, perceived
their performance in these situations to be at a high level.
And of those six counselors who were less comfortable in
these situations, only two of six, or 33%, perceived their
performance to be at a high level in conducting suicide
interventions.

In looking at the relationship of theée two factors,
rank order and comfort level, there was proposed to be a
positive relationship between these two variables and
perceived performance. In other words, if one of them was
high, such as rank order, then the other factor, comfort
level, should have been high as well. And perceived
performance should be high, tbo; This was the case for
eight of the fifteen school counselors in this study. This
represented 53% of the counselors who were interviewed.

Although not stated in negative terms in the introduction to
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this thesis, a positive reiationship between the two factors
would also occur if rank ordef-and comfort level were
perceived to be lower in conjunction with a lower perceived
performance level. Three of the fifteen counselors
intérviewed, or 20% of them, fit into this category. So
eleven of the fifteen respondents showed a positive
relationship between the variablés in question. Eight of
the participants’ results in this study were in the proposed
direction that was specifically hypothesized. Three of the
participants’ results were in the opposite direction,
showing low comfort level, rank order, and perceived
performance. This proposition was not specifically stated
in the introduction, as noted. However, it too conversely
supports the résearch question. As a result, 73% of the
participants in this study support, in one way or another,
the research questions posgd in the introduction. Four of
the fifteen respondents, or 27% of them, did not support the
research questions in one way or énother. These four school
counselors had varying reasons for not supporting the
research questions. One of them had a lower comfort level,
but rank ordered suicide intervention as a primary role to

go with lower perceived performance. Another counselor had
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lower comfort level to go with a lower rank order of suicide
intervention as a role responsibility in conjunction with
higher perceived pefformance. One of the school counselors
had a lower comfort level, but rank ordéred suicide
intervention as a primary role responsibility to go along
with a higher perceived performance level. And finally, one
of the counselors in this group had a higher comfort level
with a view of suicide intervention as not being a primary
role responsibility in conjunction with a- higher perceived
performance level.

Still at a general level of analysis, the school
counselors were asked to rate the outcomes, also on a scale
of 1 to 10, of the suicide interventions they participated
in. The intent of this question was to gain some measure of
the effectiveness of the suicide interventions these
counselorg were involved in without totally focusing on
their performance in them. This researcher thought this was
justified, because tﬁere were other key participants,
.counselors, in most of the suicide interventions conducted
by the schoollcounselors interviewed. These participants
included other counselors in the schocls, such as other

child study team members and guidance counselors. And for
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some respondents, they mentioned involvement of the school
nurse. In many cases, these school counselors referred
suicidal students to crisis centers. The vast majority (13
of 15) of the participants in this study preferred a team
over an individual approach to suicide intervention. And a
large majority (12 of 15) of them used a team approach
almost exclusively or a majority of the time. There was
presumed to be a positive relationship between the perceived
performance and outcome variables. For ten of the fifteen
counselors they co-varied in a positive direction. In other
words, if perceived performance Was seen as being higher, so
was the outcome for themf Two of the respondénts
consistently rated their perceived performance and the
outcomes at lower levels, while three of the participants
had mixed results. Two of these three couﬁselors rated
their perceived performance lower, while the outcome was
rated higher. And one of the participants in the study
rated his perceived performance higher and the outcome
lower.

AOne would think that those school counselors who had
ranked suicide intervention as a primary role responsibility

and were more comfortable in doing this, would be most
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likely of the three groups discussed above to consistently
rate their perceived performance and the outébmes of the
interventions higher. This was, in fact, what occurred.
Seven out of eight of the counselors, or 88%, of them in
this grouping did so. On the othér hand,lone would think
that those counselors who did not rank order suicide
intervention as a primary role and had a lower comfort level
with it, would be least likely of the three groups to
consistently rate higher their perceived performance and the
outcomes of the interventions they participated in. This,
too, was true, as only one out of four, or 25%, of these
coungelors consistently rated these two factors higher. A2And
finally, for the group of counselors who had mixed results,
in terms their ratings of comfort level and rank order of
suicide intervention as a primary role {(one is higher and
the other one is lower), one would suppose they would fall
between the two other groups in terms of the consistency of
their ratings of perceived performance and outcome. Two out
of three of these counselors, or 67%, consis@ently ranked
their perceivea performance and outcomes of the

interventions they conducted as higher.
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A table with the results of this study is presented
below. The respondents’ initials are presented on the
horizontal axis with initials to preserve anonymity, as they
were told would be done. On the vertical axis are listed O
for outcome, PP for perceived performance, and CL for
comfort level. These numbers are the ratings each
participant gave in these categories on the extended Likert
scale (ranging from 1 to 10). The last category, RO, is for

rank order.

NF | DM | MP AL|BZ |JD|KK|JF |JB|NS|DG|TM|CT

PP 6 9 |8.5 10| 7 |7.5( 8 5 8 |10} 7 |6.5] 8

RH

0] 8 8 |10 7 8 5 7 |8.51 6 7 |8.5] 8 |6.5]|8.5
6
6

o |lo | E

CL 4 8 |7.5

RO 3rd 1st 1Et 1St 2nd 1Et 2nd 1st 5!:]’1 lst 2nd 3rd 4th 3rd lst

General Findings - Perceived Counselor

Impact in Mogt Serious Cases

One of the key areas this study examined was what
impact school counselors thought they had upon the most
serious suicide interventions they were involved in. Most

of the school counselors interviewed thought they had made a
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significant, positive contribution in the most serious
suicide interventions they weré involved in. _Eleven of the
fifteen counselors, or 73% of them, were unambiguous in
their belief they had played a positive role in these
situations, although one of these counselors was
disappointed with the performance of “outside agencies” in
one of these situations. He thought that the c¢risis center,
to whiéh one particular student was sent, did not see the
level of severity he did in this case. One counselor was
both positive and negative in assessing her contribution in
these most serious interventions. On the one hand, she said
she did not have “much experience” in working in this type
of situation, as she had few of these interventions at the
elementary level. On the other hand, she implied she was
feeling better about her skills in this area due to doctoral
“course work” she was taking that relates to the topic.

Two of the participants in the study were either
ambivalent and/or did not directly address how they felt
about their perceived performance in these most difficult
cases. One of the counselors expressed the thought she did
“*so-s0” in these situations, due to the limited resoufces in

the school district and the community in which she works.
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And another counselor did not really address his levei of
performance in these situations. Rather, he focused upon
the frustration he feels in these situations. He said that
it was not “a sense of doing good or bad” in these cases,
but recognizihg “things aren’t going to change” due to
factors beyond'his control. These factprs included the
families of the students in question and the lack of
coordination and services of outside agencies. One of the
counselor’s answer to this question was negative in an
indirect sort of way about her contribution in these most
serious cases. She felt that these students had been
assessed “pretty accurately” for fisk ievel. However, she
went on to say that, in the more serious cases, it was the
“master level social workers (who) toock over.” She was the
one participant in this study whose highest degree was at
the bachelor’s level.

Interestingly, two of the school counselors who had
rated their perceived performance level as lower in most of
the suicide interventions they had been involved in, felt
better about their performance in the most serious
interventions. One of them indicated he felt “better” in

one case that was very serious, because the “nurse was
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involved,” and the student was sent to “Underwood Crisis
Center.” One other counselor also mentioned he felt
“confident, especially with other people involved” in these
critical cases. And tﬁe other counselor who rated her
performance higher in these serious cases, compared to the
less serious cases, said that she thought her input was
“extremely important” in these cases. She did not give a
reéson for the difference in her estimate of her levels of
perfofmance in ﬁhese twb situations, although the
implication was that she really geared up, so to speak, to
rise to the challenge in the most difficult, serious cases.

Finally, with‘respect to these most serious cases, one
counselor suggested they were easier to deal with than less
serious cases. His words were they were “lockstep, no
brainers,” because in these cases there were certain
procedures you had to follow, such as referral to the Crisis
Center. Another counselor also expressed confidence in
herself in these situations, because of referring these
suicidal students to a crisis center. As a matter of fact,
this counselor expressed a lot of confidence in herself in
all suicide interventions. She said she referred all

students to the crisis center at the mere mention of the
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word suicide, because she did not feel it was her job to
make a determination of whether or not a student was truly
suicidal. Alsco, she indicated she used a partichlar
“format” in the form of a letter in which all people, who
" needed to know, were informed of the actions she had taken
in a suicide intervéntion.. This often inélﬁded parents,
teachers, administrators, and guidance counselors. She said
this had had the effect of cutting down somewhat, she
thought, on the number of suicide interventions she
conducted, if the students in question were not really
serious about it. She also thought these students may have
had second thoughts in the future about expressing suicidal
intent, because they, and their parent(s), may have been‘put
off about having to go to the crisis center.
MoreASpecific Findings Related to Experience,
Education, Profession, and Gender

Experience, for the purposes of this study, was viewed
in two ways. It involved years of service in doing the job
of school psychologist or school social worker. " And it also
entailed experience in working with suicidal students.
Years of service is examined first in relation to thé

research questions. The average level of experience the
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school psychologists and social workers in this study had
working in the school setting was 17 yéaré. The range of
experience was 3% years by one social worker to 33 years by
a school psychoiogist. The average level of experience of
those counselors who were more comfortable in doing suicide
interventions was 17.4 years with a range of 3%‘to‘33 years.
For the school counselors who were less comfortable in these
gsituations, their average years of experience were 16.3 with
.a range of 7 to 27 years. Those counselors who felt more
comfortable in doing suicide interventions with students had
an average comfort level and perceived performance lgvel of
8.3 and 8.2, respectively, on the extendéd Likert scale.
For those less comfortable, these numbers were 5.3 and 6.8,
respectively. The average perceived performance rating
numbers of 8.2 and 6.8, as well as the average comfort level
numbers, will obviously remain the same for all the other
categories (i.e., education, gender) discussed in terms of
those more comfortable and those less comfortable,
respectively, in doing this.

With respect to rank ordering of suicide intervention
as a role responsibility, those counselors who ranked it

high had‘average service in their counseling job in the
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schools of 17.5 years with a range of 3% to 33 years. And
for those counselors who did not rank order it as a-primary
role responsibility, they had 16 years of gxperience with a
range of 7 to 27 years. These numbers are ve:y'similar to
those notea in the comfort level groupings, because there is
a lot of overlap between the two groups. Counselors who
rank order suicide inﬁervention as a primary role
responsibility have an average perceived performance level
of 8.2, while those who rank order it lower have an average
perceived performance level of 6.5. These numbgrs, too,
will hold, as noted, for comfort levels in discussing future
categories. The respondents can élso be broken down into
two groups with respect to experience: those at or above the
average level of experience (17 years) and those below this.
In terms of perceived performance, those in the greater
experience group perceived their performance highly in six
of eight cases (75%), and those in the lesser experience
group did this in five of seven cases (71%).

Now the analysis turns to an examination of experience
in terms of numbers of suicide interventions conducted by
the school counselors in this study. This was examined in

terms of the estimated number of interventions each
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counselor héd in the past year and for their career in the
school setting. Both of these numbers were obviously
estimates, particuiarly the number of suicide interventions
the respondents gave as a career number. Those counselors
who were more'comfortable in doing suicide interventions had
conducted an average of 44.4 interventions in their school
careers. However, one counselor in this group far exceeded
the number of interventions in a career Qf any other
counselor. She had conducted 200 suicide interventions in
her estimation over the yéars.f This was more than triple
the next highest number in her group and double the highest
" number of the counselor, who conducted the most
interventions, in the less comfortable grouping. If her
total is eliminated in figuring the average number of
interventions in a career for the more comfortable group,
the average goes down to 26.3, with a range of 7 to 60. For
those counselors who were less comfortable in these
situations, the average number of suicide interventions they
had been involved in over the years was 32.5; with a range
of 10 to 30. And locking at interventions over the past
?ear, the average number for the more comfortable group was

4.9. However, once again there is the counselor who
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conducted many more suicide interventions (20) over the past
year or, in her case, the last year she worked, since she is
retired. She conduéted morelthan three times as many
iﬁterventions in her last year than any other counselor had
done in the past year. If her last yearly total is not
considered in figuring this group‘s average, the average of
the group falls to 3 with a range of-0 to 6. For the
grouping of counselors who were less comfortable with their
role in suicide intervention, the average number of suicidal
students they had counseled in the past year was 2.7, with a
range of 1 to 5.

With respect to rank order of suicide intervention as a
role responsibility and career number of suicide
interventions, the numbers are comparable to the previous
groupings. Once again, this is to be expected, due to the
fact there is much overlap in the composition of these
groups. The grouping which rank ordered suicide
intervention highly saw 50 suicidal students on average in
their career. Wiﬁhout cénsidering the one school
counselor’s numbers in the average, given their
preponderance over any other counselor’s numbers, the

average is reduced to 33.3, with a range of 7 to 60. For
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the grouping of counselors who did not view suicide
counseling as one of their primary responsibilities, the
average number of students they had seen in their years in
the school setting was 21, with a range of 10 to 30. And
over the past year, the group which rank ordered suicide
intervention highly, the average number of students seen was
4.5. However, 'once again eliminating the most prolific
counselor from consideration, the average declines to 2.8,
with a range of 0 to 6. And for the group that rank ofdered
suicide intervention iower, the avérage number of suicide
students seen over ;he past year was 3, with a range of 1 to
5. | |

Four groups of counselors can also be created in
looking at experience in conducting suicide interventions.
Two groups involve those counselors who have conducted an
average number or above (among the participants in this
study) of suicide interventions in a career and those below
this number. And another two groupings entail those
counselors who have conduéted an average number or above
(among the participants in this study) of suicidal
interventiﬁns in the past year and those below the average.

The average number of interventions conducted by the
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counselors in a career in this étudy was 40.3. Four school
counselors saw more than this number of suicidal students in
their careers. And all four of these counselors (100%)
viewed themselves aé'béing more successful in conducting
these interventions. Eleven counselors had seen less than
this number of suicidal students in a career. Of these
eleven, seven (64%) perceived their performance to be more
successful in these situations. The average number of
suicidal students counseled by the participants in this
study in the past year was four students. Seven counselors
had seen this many or more suicidal students iﬁ the past
year. Six of seven of them (83%) perceived their
performance to be more successful in counseling them. Eight
counselors had seen three suicidal students or less in the
past year. Five of eight of them (63%) perceived themselves
as being more successful in performing these interventions. .
An analysis of the results was also done by looking at
educational level with respect to the groupings of the
counselors on the rénk order and comfort level.variables.
It was thought to be particularly appropriate to look at
this variable in this study because it could relate to

training in suicide intervention skills. However, as it
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turned out, most of the participants did not have course
work on this topic,.but virtually all of them attended
workshops and/or did outside reading on suicide. It should
be noted the educational levels of the participants in this
study are estimates of their years of schooling, based on
the highest degrees they had received. The average
educational level of all of the participants in this study
was 18.4 years.  Those who ranked suicide intervention as a
primary role responsibility'had 18.6 yéars of education on
average. Those who did not rank it as highly had 18.1 years
of schooling on average. While those counselors who were
more comfortable in conducting suicide interventions had an
avérage 18.3 years of schooling. And those counselors who
were less comfortable in these situations had 18.6 years of
education on average. In looking at the perceived
performance of those eight counselors who had more than the
average number of years of education in this study, only
four of them (50%) perceived their performance as being
high. While those counselors who had less than the average
number of years of education perceived their performance to

be high in 7 of 7 cases (100%).
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The results of this study are analyzed now by looking
at the professions of the participants, school psychologist
and school social worker, to see whether or not there was
any difference in their perceptions. Seven of the ten, or
70%, of the school psychologists ranked suicide intervention
as one of the most important things they did in their job.
Three of the five, or 60%, of the school social workers in
this study ranked suicide intervention highly in terms of
role responsibilities, while three of ten, or 30%) of the
school psychologists ranked suicide intervention as not one
of their primary roles. And two of five, or 40%, of school
social workers ranked suicide intervention lewer with
respect to role responsibilities. Regarding comfort level,
five of ten (50%) of the school psychologists indicated they
were more comfortable. in doing suicide counseling. Four of
five (80%) of the scheol‘social workers interviewed in this.
study viewed themselves as being more comfortable in
conducting suicide interventions. Five of ten (50%) of the
psychologists were less comfortable in doing this, while
only ene of five (20%) of the social workers fell into this
category. With respect to perceived performance, only six

of ten (60%) of the school psychologists viewed this as
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high, whereas, all five (100%) of the school social workers
saw themselves as being more successful in these situations.
Now turning to gender in analyzing the results, male"
counselors expressed more comfort and less discomfort thaﬂ
female counselors in working with suicidal students. Seven
of the nine (78%) male counselors rated themselves as being
more comfortable in conducting suicide interventions. Two
of the six (33%) female counselors rated themselves.as being
comfortable in doing this. On the other hand, only two of
the nine (22%) of the male counselors were uncomfortable in
working with suicidal students, while four of six (67%)
female counselors were in this category. The percentages
were similar with respect to gender breakdown, when it éamé
to the proportions of male and female counselors wﬁo rank
ordered suicide intervention as a primary or not as a
primary role. Eight of nine'(89%)véf the male counselors
viewed it as one of their primary responsibi}ities. Only
two of six (33%) female counselors saw suicide interventiop'
in this way. Only one of nine (11%) male counselors did not
view it as a primary role, while four of six (67%) female
counselors viewed suicidél counseling as one of their lesser

role responsibilities. In terms of perceived performance,
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only three of six (50%) of the women rated themselves

highly, whereas, eight of the nine (89%) of the men did.

Specific Findings Relating to Counselors’ Personal

Experiences and Projective Responses

One of the theoretical underpinnings of this research
study was proposed to be Freudian defense mechanisms. More
specifically, it was suggested that represéion and
suppression might be employed by crisis counselors to
protect their self-concepts from uncomfortable, anxiety
producing information. With repression, this process
operates at an unconscious level. And with suppression, it
is on a conscious level. This anxiety producing information
was thought to be related to personal experiences of the
crisis counselors, which would make them uncomfortable in
dealing with suicidal students. It was also suggested this
would adversely affect their performance in dealing with
suicidal students.

Six of the counselors were less comfortable (using the
cutoff point of a 7.0 scaled score) in counseling suicidal
students. Nine counselors were more comfortable in deing
this. Five of the six counselors who were less comfortable

in doing this mentioned personal experiences or deficiencies
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suggestive of why they did not like to wdrk with this
population. Two of them mentioned previous experiences they
had with people who had committed suicide. One was a
counselor 25 years ago at a mental health center at which
one of her clients killed themselves. And the other
counselor dated a girl briefly who tried to kill herself.

He said he saved her life. He went on to say he “cannot
relate to somebody who wants to take their life.” Another
counselor who was previously employed in a school system as
a crisis counselor indicéted he “dreaded” his lést six weeks
on this job for fear a student might kill themselves. Two
other éounselors in this group made critical remarks about
their suicide counseling skills, one based on the fact she
did not have a master’s degree and the other relating to her
not having used suicidal surveys with these students in the
past. Also, two of these six counselors admitted to being
either “very self-critical” or “not a very confident
person.” Also, five of these six counselors answered the
projective questions with at least one response, which could
be interpreted as suggesting that suicide intervention might
have been something they would have liked to. avoid.

Examples were “dread,” “scary,” and “yuk, no.” The overall
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perceived performance level of these six counselors was 6.8.
Only two of the six counselors in this group had a perceived
performance above 7.0.

In the group of counselors who were more comfortable in
doing suicide interventions in the schools, not one of them
had a perceived performance level below 7.0. Their average
perceived perfofmance score was 8.2, significantly higher
than the other groups’ score. Only two of these nine
counsélofs meﬁtioned negative personal experiences relating
to suicide. One of them said he got out of private practice
because he did not want to work with suicidal clients. And
another counselor said that two of the students he had seen
when he was a counselor at a vocational school years ago
later killed themselves following graduation. He also
mentioned his best friend’'s brother, whom he did not know,
killed himself. None of these nine counselors made self-
deprecatory remarks about their skills. ©Only two of the
nine made comments in their projective responses that might
"have been suggestive of a desire to avoid the topics of
suicide/ suicide intervention with students. One described
suicide as “scary,” and the other counselor described

suicide ideation in similar terms as being a “little scary.”
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Five of the seven remaining counselors in this group
described suicide/suicide intervention in more clinical,
academic terms.
Summary

Some of the key findings in this study are summarized
below in bulleted format. The findings are presented
starting with more general results and then moves on to
various categories (i.e., experience, education, gender) in
looking at them.

U] 9 of 10 (90%) counselors who ranked suiéide
intervention as a pfimary role responsibility perceived
their performance to be high,.whereas; those counselors
who saw it as a secondary role perceived their
performance to be high in only 2 of five cases (40%),

. 9 of 9 (100%) counselors who were comfortable in
counseling suicidal students, perceived their
performance to be high in these situations, whereas,
for those counselors who were less comfortable in these
situations, only 2 oﬁ 6 (33%) perceived their
performance to be high,

. 8 of 15 (53%) éounselors ranked suicide intervention

both as a primary responsibility and were more
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comfortable in doing it in conjunction with high
perceived performance, whereas, 3 of 15 (20%)
counselors rated themselves lower on all of these
measures - combining both of these totals, resulting in
73% of the respondents, provides both direct and
indirect support for a key research question in this
study,

5 of 6 (83%) counselors who were less comfortable in
doing suicide intervention cited personal experiences
and had projective responses suggesting they wanted to
avoid the topic of suicide, whereas only 2 of 9 (22%)
counselors who were more comfortable in these
situations had these types of responses,

11 of 15 (73%) counselors thought they had a
significant impact on the outcome of the most serious
suicide interventions they were involved in,

more years of expgrience,on the job was only slightly
to somewhat»pogitively related to the measures in this
study:‘rank order of suicide intervention,'comfort
level, and perceived performance,

there was some positive relationship between the

greater number of suicidal students a school counselor
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had seen in his/her career and over the past year with
the key.measures in this study compared to school
counselors who had seen lesser numbers of these
students,

there were mixed results with respect to years of
education and the key measures in this study; those
counselors with more than the average education of the
sample (18.4 years) were more likely to view suicide
intervention as a primary role responsibility than
those below the average; however, the reverse was true
for comfort level and perceived performance, in other
words, those with less education felt more comfortable
and perceived their performance to be higher than those-
with more education.

profession of the participants in this study, school
psychologist and school social worker, resulted in
significant differences on two of Ehe three key
measures; social workers were much more likel? to feel -
comfortable and more successful in conducting suicide
interventions than school psychologists; there was
little difference in how they rank ordered suicide

intervention.
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there were significant gender differences on all three
measures with male counselors scoring higher than

female counselors on all three.
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Chapter 5

Summary and Conclusions

The focus of this study has been on school counselors’
attitudes and how they affect their performance in
conducting suicide interventions in the school setting. It
was proposed that those counselors who ranked suicide
intervention as one of their primary role responsibilities
and/or felt more comfortable in doing this were more likely
to have péréeived their performance to be mofe.éﬁccessful in
counseling suicidal students than those'counseiors who did
not feel this way. The results of this study clearly
confirmed these propositions. It was assumed that school
counselors’ comfort levels in conducting suicide
interventions with students would be adversely affected by
negative past personal experiences cited by the respondents.
There was definite evidence of this. And it was also
presumed at the outset of this investigation that school
counselor characteristics and attitudes would be critically
important in the most serious interventions involving
suicidal students. The results of this thesis also

confirmed this.
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A major premise of this study was that séhool counselor
variables could be just as important as student variables in
certain situations involving suicidal students, particularly
in those cases in which the students were most at risk for
hurting themselves. School counselors, thought to be most
adept in providing competent counseling to suicidal
students, were school psychologists and school social
workers. This was by virtue of their more extensive
training in childhood/adolescent development and
social/emqtional problems than any other professionals in
the school setting in this researcher’s opinion. It was
also thought that they would be the most competent school
professionals with respect to knowledge of outside referral
sources in serious cases in linking up students in need of
further counseling due to underlying emotionél problems with
mental health professionals.- Fifteen schéol psychologists
and school social workers, known ana respected by this
researcher, who had conducted at least five suicide
interventions in their school careers, were interviewed.
There were ten school psychologists and five school social
workers in this study. Nine of the respondents were male

and six female. The range of experience of these counselors
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in the school setting was from 3% to 33 years, with the
average years of experience being 17 years. The average
number of suicide interventions these counselors had done in
the school setting in their careers was just over 40 with a
range of 7 to 200. And the average number of suicide
interventions they had done in the past year was 4, with a
range of 0 to 20. The average level of education of the
participants in this study was almost 18% years of schooling
with a range from 16% yeérs to 20 years.

There were no independent measures of.the key variables
in this study. Rank ordering of suicide intervention as a
role responsibility; and estimating the comfort level, and
performance level in doing this, were also based on the
participants’ perceptions. If the respondent ranked suicide
intervention either first or second among their several
roles, this was deemed to be a primary role responsibility.
If the respondent rated their comfort level and perceived
performance 7 or higher on an extended Likert scale of 1 to
10, they were considered as seeing themselves as more
comfortable and more successful in doing this, respectively,

than those who rated themselves lower than 7.
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Most of the studies this researcher reviewed on suicide
examined the topic from the suicidal individual’s point of
view. These results were typically obtained by interviews
or surveys. More often than not, the populations, which
were the focus of the studies, were not students. There has
been very little research done on counselor attitudes, let
alone school counselor attitudes, in relation to the topics
of suicide/suicide intervention. This study represented an
attempt to deveiop some information in this important area,
specifically as it related to the school setting. ©On a
personal note, this researcher had an interest in this area
because he is a crisis counselor in a public school system.

Conclusions

Some of the more important findings are listed below:
1. School counselors who ranked suicide intervention as

one of their primary roles were almost twice as likely

to view their performance in these interventions as
being more successful than counselors who did not view
it as one of their primary roles.

2. School counselors who were more comfortable in
counseling suicidal students were three times as likely

to perceive their performance as being more successful -
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in these situations than counselors who were not as
comfortable in doing this.

A little more than half of the school counselors in
this study perceived suicide intervention as a primary
role, were comfortable in doing this, and.saw their
performance in successfui terms. One-fifth cf the
respondents, on the other hand, consistently rated all
three of these variables lewer. As a result, almost
3/4 of the participants in this study demonstrated a
relationship (covarying in the same direction-either
positive or negative) of the variables examined.
Respondents who were uncomfortable in deing suicide
counseling in the schools were almost four times as
likely to mention negative personal experiences or give
negative, avoidant projective responses than
respondents who were more comfortable in working with
suicidal students.

Almost 3/4 of the school counselors interviewed thought
they made a significant contribution to the outcome of
those suicide interventions which were most serious in

nature.
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There was a modest positive relationship between
greater years of experience as a school counselor and
the greater number of suicidal students seen in the
past year/career with respect to all three measures:
rank order, comfort level,.and perceived performance.
-1t should be pointed out again the numbers of students
seen, especially over a school career, are only
estimations.

There were mixed results with regard to years of
education and the three key variables in this Study.
More education resulted in greater prioritizing of
suicide intervention as a primary role. Lesser
education resulted in feeling more comfortable and
perceiving oneself as being more successful in
intervening with these students, although on two of
these three measures, rank ordering and comfort level,
the differences in the educational levels is less than
a half yeaf of schooling. However, on perceived
performance, the difference is more significant with 1¥%
years of education separating the more. educated and the

less educated group. Keep in mind though these years
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of education are only approximations, based upon
highest degree attained.

School social workers were almost twice as likely as
school psychologists to perceive themselves as being
more successful in conducting suicide interventions.
They were also almost 1% times as likely to be more
comfortable in conducting suicide interventions than
school psychologists were. There were only modest
differences between these two groups of professionals
in terms of how they prioritized suicide intervention.
There were significant differences between male and
female counselors on all three key measures in this
study. Male counselors were almost three times as
likely as.female counselors to view suicide counseling
of students as one of their primary roles. Males were
over twice as likely to feel comfortébleAthan females
in this study in conducting suicide interventions.
Males in this study of school counselor attitudes were
almost twice as likely as females to perceive
themselves as being more successful in counseling
suicidal students. It should be noted that male

counselors in this study averaged almost six more years

91



10.

of experience than female counselors. However, as
noted earlier, this difference may not be so
meaningful, since there was only a modest relationship
between greater years of experience and higher scores
of the respondents on all three measures.

An outcome measure was also obtained in this study.
The reason for this measure was due to the fact that it
was presumed at the outset most of the school
counselors would work in a group context (with another
school professional) in conducting suicide
interventions. This was, in fact, the case for 80% of
the counselors in most of these situations. Perceived
performance was viewed, by this researcher, as teasing
out, so to speak, more of the individual counselor’s
contribution in the intervention than the outcome
measure, although it was also presumed there would be a
positive relationship between these two variables.
Sixty-seven percent of the school counselors viewed
themselves as being more successful on both of these
measures. While 13% of the counselors viewed
themselves as being less successful on these two

measures. Combining these two measures to show
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consisfency of the findings in either direction results
in 80% of the respondents answering consistently.
Discussion

One of the theories underpinning this study involved
schema, more specifically self-schema. Schema, as noted,
-helps people to make order or sense of their experience.
The self-schema is global, which is similar to the
conception of general self-concept, and it has its component
parts, for example, relating to the various roles a person
performs. Regarding the latter, it has been suggested a
person will focus on and work harder in those roles or
aspects of a role which they value most. By logical
extension, those who value a role or aspect‘of a role more
highly are more likely to perceive their performance in thaﬁ
role or aspect of a role as being superior to those who
value it less highly. The results of this study confifmed
this with respect to school counselors, and how they viewed
that aspect of their role as suicide counselors. Those
counselors who valued this aspect of their role more highly
were almost twice as likely to view their performance as
being more successful than counselors who did not. At the

global level of self-concept, there was even some support
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for the relationship between a good self-concept and job
performance (in this study, suicide intervention skills) .
Three counselors tended to be critical of_ﬁhemselves overall
and their job performance. They represented three of the
four school counselors who viewed their perceived
performance as being less.successful. This, although not a
focus of this study, was not surprising, because general
self-concept does relate to job performance, in general, as
well as specific aspects of it. It should be noted all
tﬁree of %he counselors who made self-deprecatory remarks
about themselves were fémale. No male cOunselors(did this.
More will be said about gender differences later.

Now turning to the other general theory underlying this
research study, defense mechanisms, more specifically
repression and suppression, it was suggested these
mechanisms are used by crisis counselors to protect their
self-concept or schema from anxiety producing situations.
One of these situations for school crisis counselors
obviously is suicide intervention. It was proposed this
could adversely affect their performance in these
situations. The evidence for the use of the defense

mechanisms of repression and/or suppression by school
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counselors in this study was only suggestive. Suggestive of
this was that those counselors who wefe more uncomfortable
in performing suicide interventions were four times more
likely than those counselors who were more comfortable in
doing this to mention negative personal experiences relating
to suicide (including their intervention skills), as well as
giving projective responses suggesting discomfort with the
topic. This, combined with the fact that counselors who
were more comfortable working with suicidal students
perceived their performance to be three times more
successful than those counselors who were less comfortablé
in doing this. Combining the results of the research
questions in this manner provides, in this researcher’s
opinion, some support for this undergirding theory of
defense mechanisms, and how it could negatively iﬁpact
suicide intervention effectiveness by school counselors.

A review of several of the findings in this study
provided firm support, some support, and no support,
respectively, for some of the findings, discussed in the
literature review, on school counselor attitudes toward
suicide intervention. In the firm support category, almost

all of the counselors in this study preferred to use a team
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approach when conducting suicide interventions. The reasons
most often cited for this were for support and having
another professional’s opinion in these most trying
circumstances. Several counselors in the Gora et. al.
(1992) study of school counselors’ attitudes toward several
agpects of their job, including suicidal intervention, also
mentioned teamwork as being critical in difficult cases,
such as those relating to counseling suicidal students.
Agreement on this aspecF of suicide interventionibetween the
current study and the study cited was not surprising, since
the difficult or trying nature of the intervention in these
cases has been emphasized. Such circumstances have elicited
in both studies the need for assistance, which is a common
human response in extreme situations.

An Irish study of over 400 guidance counselors was also
clearly supported in one respect in this current study. The
Irish study found that male guidance counselors Qere almost
three times as likely to have a high feeling of competence
in conducting suicide interventions compared to female
guidance counselors (Dissertation Abstract; 2002). In this
current study, male counselors were over twice as likely as

female counselors to have perceived themselves as being more
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successful in counseling suicidal students. No definitive
reason was put forth in the Irish study to account for this
difference in perceivéd competency levels between the
genders. Possible reasons for‘this difference could relate
to education and experience. However, iﬁ the current study,
there was minimal difference in the educational levels of .
the genders. There was an almost six year difference
between males and females in experience on the job with
males being more experienced. However, the overall results
of the study indicated there was only a modest relationship
between years of experience and perceived performance
levels. The female counselors, with respect to experience
in working with suicidal students, roughly average twice as
many students seen in their career and over the past year as
male counselors. Even by not considering the one female
counselor’s totals, who was prolific in her numbers of
gsuicidal students seen, the totals of students seen by both
genders were comparable over a career and were in favor of
females in the past year. Female counselors have seen one
and one-half times the number of suicidal students seen by
male counselors in this time even after having manipulated

the data in this way. However, what does separate the
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genders in this study is that female counselors were twice
as likely as male counselors to have mentioned negative
'personal experiences and projective responses relating to
suicide/suicide intervention. Also, as noted earlier, three
female counselors made self—deprécatory remarks about
themselves and their skills, while male counselors did not
do this at all. Two of three of these female counselors
mentioned deficiencies in their training or education, when
citing negative personal experiences. This suggests that
the reason females had less self-efficacy in this study than
males was because they tended to be more self-critical.
There was only some support with the reéults in this
study with a couple of studies cited in the literature
review relating to numbers of suicidal students seen and
perceived self-efficacy. The current study found modest to
moderate support for the proposition that the more sﬁicidal
students a counselor has seen, the more self-efficacious he
or she feels. However, the Irish study of guidance
counselors (Dissertation Abstract, 2002) found that
counselors who had dealt with a suicidal student before were
three times more confident in their abilities than those who

had not. The King and Smith (2000) study of high school
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counselors in Dallas found that those counselors who had
assessed six.or more suicidal students in their career
perceived theméélves as being significantly more effective
than those counselors who did not. The reason for the

~ difference in the level of support for experience, defined
in these terms, relating to perceived competence level would
appear to center around the number of students seen among
the three studies. In this current study, all of the school
counselors had seen at least seven suicidal students in
their career. While the studies cited in the literature
review involved lesser number of students seen, at least for
some of the participants in the studies. Apparen&ly a law
of diminishing returns was reached beyond a certain number
of students seen by a counselor in terms of the effect it
had upon his or her perceived competence. Increases in
numbers of suicidal students seen at very low numbers of
such students assessed, would logically lend themselves to
greater incremental increases in self-confidence in dealing
with them than higher numbers, such as in this study.
However, this tendency to have more confidence in one’s
skills, given the greater number of suicidal students a

school counselor has seen, did not hold true for female, as
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compared to male, counselors in this study. Evidently the
gender variable had a greater impact on competence feelings
than the experience factor. Sample size of this study and
the manner in which it was selected most likely had
something to do with these findings. More will be said
about this later. |

The results of three studies cited in the literature
review were not supported by the results obtained in this
study.' And a fourth study had differences in findings,
which were more apparent than real compared to this study.
All of these studies involved, in scme way, training as a
key factor. Kush and Malley (1991}, in a nationwide study
of guidance counselors, found that just over half of the
respondents lacked confidence in their ability to
effectively deal with suicidal students, even though
virtually all of them had indicated they héd received
training in this area. Another study done by Siehl and
Moomaw (1991) of over 200 counselors, found that two-thirds
responded that their skills were not strong enough to help a
gsuicidal student. A similar proportion of them in this
study thought that it was preferable to refer such students

to other professionals or outside agencies at the mere
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mention of suicide. They concluded that these counselors
refer out suicidal adolescent students at a very high rate,
because of\their discomfort in working with these students,
even though they had high levels of knowledge, training, and
'éxperience in doing this. Finally, King et. al. (1999), in
a survey of almost 2,000 high school counselors, only one-
third of them believed they could recognize a student who
was at risk for suiqide. None of these findings were, in
any way, éupported by the results of this study. In this
study, almost thfee—fourths of the respondents indicated
they perceived their performance to be high in deéling with
suicidal students in general. This same proportion reported
they felt they had a significant influence on the outcome of
their most serious interventions. Only one of the fifteeﬁ
respondents in this study referred students to anjoutside
agency at the mere mention of suicidef She said she did
this because she did not feel qualified to assess the level
of risk of these students. No other counselor in this study
mentioned they did this.

So what accounts for the startling differences in the
perceived competence levels in the literature review cited

studies and this study? Two key factors come to mind.
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First, all of the counselors in this study were either
school psychologists or school social workers with an
average estimated educational level of almost 18% years of
schooling. One of the studies cited in the literature
review noted the sample was composed of guidance counselors,
and another study hinted their sample was composed of
guidance counselors. The third study did not specify one
way or another what the professional training of their
sample was. Therefore, the difference in the perceived
competence levels between the counselors in those studies
and this one, it is suggested here, related to the different
professional training between the two groups: predominantly
guidance counselors in those studies and school
psychologists and social workers in this one. As noted
earlier, these school professionals were deliberately
selected for this study because of their high levels of
training in the areas of social/emotional development and
problems of children and adolescents and how to deal with
them. A second reason for the better perceived competence
of the school counselors in this study compared to those
cited, probably relates to the greater number of suicidal

students seen by counselors in this study than those in the
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cited studies. Although this was not directly stated in any
of the studies, it was alluded to in all three.

Another study, consulted in the literature review
(Neimeyer et. al. 2001), examined professional training more
specifically. This study examined differences in perceived
competence levels in conducting suicide interventions among
nonprofessionals, paraprofessionals, and professionals.
Nonprofessionals were defined as undergraduate psychology
students, who were part of the survey in this study
(Neimeyer et. al. 2001). Paraprofessionals were defined as4
being local suicide hotline volunteers, who had some
training in crisis counseling (Neimeyer et. al., 2001). And
pfofessionals in this study were defined as graduate
students in a clinical and counseling psychology program
(Neimeyer et. al., 2001). The students, who were surveyed
in this study, were from a southern university. And the
hotline &olunteers worked at a crisis hotline centef in the
town in which the uni&ersity was located. The £esults of
this study indicated that those counselors who had more
education and/or training in dealiné with suicidal

individuals perceived themselves as being more competent in
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choosing “appropriate therapeutic responses to suicidal
individuals” (Neimeyer et. al., 2001).

Suicide intervention training was not examined in
detail in this current study. The respondents were asked
whether or not they had course work, done outside reading or
attended workshops, on the topic. Most had done the last
two. Few had course work on suicide/suicide intervention.
However, the current study did look into, in more detail,
the level of education and perceived competence in
conducting suicide interventions. The findings obtained
here did not support the results obtained in the Neimeyer
et. al. (2001) study. Interestingly, as previously noted,
those school counselors who had more education in this study
perceived themselves as being less competent than those who
had less education in performing suicide intervention with
students. The difference in educational levels between the
higher and lower groups was about one and one-half years of
graduate schooling. On the surface, this finding does not
make sense. It could be a quirk in the reéults related to
the small sample size. The Neimeyer et. al. (2001) study
‘had almost ten times the number of participants as this

current study. However, there is another more logical
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reason that may account for this difference. School social
workers perceived themselves as being almost twice as likely
as school psychologists in being successful in conducting
suicide interventions in this current study. On average,
they had one énd oné—half years iess schooling than school
psychologisté in the study.

This researcher asked one of the school soéiallworkers,
who he has worked with apd who participated in this study,
what he thought the reason for the difference in perceived
competency levels of school;psychologists and school social
_ workers was. He said that he thought school social workers,
and social workers in general, are trained more in crisis
intervention, not just restricted to suicide intervention,
during their years of schooling at the graduate level
compared to school psychologists. And he believed this
gives them a “better handle” on how to deal with all types
of crisis situations, including suicide. Described as such,
the greater number of years of education of counselors in
this study did not result in greater perceived suicide
intervention competence as it did for the participants in
the Neimeyer et. al. (2001) study. However, one group, the

hotline counselors , in the Neimeyer et. al. (2001) study
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- received specific crisis intervention training, and the
graduate students in this study, it is probably reasonable
to presume, received more instruction than the undergraduate
students in crisis intervention. Looking at the results of
the two studies in this way, there is more congruity between
the findings in them, as it apparently is the type 6f
training or education, which is critical here and not the
total years of education. Although it should be noted in
this cﬁrrent gtudy all of the participants had conducted
suicide interventions, while in the Neimeyer et. al. (2001)
study only the hotline volunteers had done this. 1In this
sense, this current study is more realistic and less
theoretical than the Neimeyer et. al. (2001) study.
Implications for Future Research

The research questions have been confirmed in this
study, relating to prioritizing of suicide intervention,
high comfort level with it, and resultant high perceived
level of competence of school counselors in working with
this population. Other more specific findings have clearly
been estabiished, as well, in this study. For example,
there were significant professional and gender differences

in perceived competence level, as school social workers and
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male counselors saw themselves as being much more compefent
in working with suicidal students than school psychologists
and female coﬁnselors, respectively. However, the small‘
number of school counselors interviewed, the nonrandom and
unstratified nature of their selection, and the extreme
geographic restriction of the sample prevents generalization
of the results obtained. Obviously that was not the intent
of this study. Rather, since there has been so little
research done on school counselors’ attitudes toward suicide
intervention, this study was intended as an exploratory
analysis of fhe guestion.

Also, future research on this topic should delineate in
greater detail what exdctly provides a school counselor with
a sense of competence and feeling of comfort'iﬁ working with
suicidal students. These factors were examined at a very
general level in this study in that the respondents were
only asked to broadly assess their comfort levels and
perceived performance in working with these students.
Studies cited in the literature réview, several of which
were not restricted to a.student population, made mention of
two key competencies that are critiéal for effective suicide

intervention (See Shea, 199; Berman and Jobes, 1991; Kirk,
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1993; Hinson, 1982; Shneidman, 1985). They included
technical competence involving skill in knowing suicide risk
factors, step-by-step procedures to follow, and interviewing
skills. The other key competency entailed creating a warm,
caring environment so the person in crisis feelsrcomfortable
to share their deepest thoughts and feelings. It had also
been suggested there was not necessarily a clear demarcation
between these two skill areas, as suggested by the studies
just previously noted. For example, interviewing skill
surely overlaps and relates to creating a supportive
environment. By looking at comfort level, one could assume,
probably with some justification, that it would be much more
difficult for a counselor to create a warm, caring
environment if he or she was not comfortable in working with
this population. Perceived performance could be specified
with respect to certain competencies, as just noted. This
would represent looking at perceived performance more in
process terms. In more outcome terms, later student
adjustment, follow-up, and knowledge of outside counselors
could be examined. The concepts of perceived performance
and comfort level were kept open ended in this study in that

respondents were told they could define them in any way they
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felt comfortable. A mofe rigorous analysis, specifying and
defining these concepts, would allow for detailed findings
as to what exactly might be helbful and productive in
working with these students.

To be more objective, further research on this topic
requires independent measures of the variables assessed, and
not just the respondents’ perceptions of where they rate
themselves on them. This would be much more difficult to
accomplish. One way this could be attempted is by asking by
way of interviews or surveys how other professionals or
students assess school counselors’ competence levels.
Anonymity would have to be assured to obtain the desired
level of objectivity. Also, performance reviews of the
counselor’s performance might be able to tap certain areas
of competence pinpointed in this study. This would be more
objective, as would the surveys and interviews with others,
because they are not self-serving, as self-reports are much
- more likely to be. 1In some cases they might even be more
objective by being less critical, for example, for those
counselors who are extremely self-critical.

Some comments about the underlying theoretical

constructs of schemas, relating to self-concept and roles,
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and defense mechanisms, such as represéion and suppression
are in order now. One-to-one interviewing, as this study
was based upon, did not allow for deep probing questioning,
such as personal experiences with suicide or suicide
ideation. These types of questions were not asked, because
they were thought to be inappropriately personal. Anonymous
surveying allows for probing in this area. This researcher
attempted to get at some of these “buried” feelings by
asking if there were any personal reasons for the
respondent’s interest or disinterest in the topic(s) of
suicide/suicide intervention. The respondents were free to
answer in any manner. In most cases, there were no follow-
up questions to their initial responses to this question, as
their answers were usually to the point. They were asked,
as well, to respond projectively to a few terms, the
majority of which were associated with suicide. This did
elicit, what appeared to be in some cases, deeper feelings
about the topic(s) of suicide/suicide intervention.

However, to truly probe more deeply, more rigorous
projective testing, such as the‘ﬁorscﬁach or human figure
drawing, would appear to be necessary. Also, more objective

personality measures, such as the California Personality
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Inventory, would be able to elicit more information about
respondents’ personality dynamics. These are all
alternative ways of exploring the personality, including
self-concept and, in some cases, defense mechanisms of the
respondents they are administered to. That is the good .

- feature about them. The downside is considerable though.
They can be very tedious and time consuming, as well as
invasive of a person’s privacy. The return on ﬁhem may not
be wo;th the cost.

Finally, with respect to role prioritizing, three of
the participants in this study had primarily administrative
responsibilities and counseling for them, such as suicide
intervention, was only done on an as needed basis. Two of
these céuﬁselors have had long careers, prior to their
administrative roles, in which they had done much
counseling. As a matter of fact, one of them was a crisis
counselor for seven and one-half yéars.' The point being
made here is that if this study had been strictly limited to
participants who functioned primarily in a nonadministrative
counseling role, the results might have been “cleaner” in
that they would be focused more on school “counselors,”

although analysis of their results does not indicate they

111



stood oﬁt from the results of the other respondents;' Their
resulté were similar to those of the other participants. It
should also be noted four of the respondents were employed
in out-of-district schools, primarily for acting out and
disaffected, classified stﬁdents. One of the respondents
worked at a private school. This also might have tainted,
so to speak, the results somewhat. However, in looking at
their results, they, too, did not differ much at all from
other respondents who were employed at in-district public
schools. The one factor that might have affected the
results more than the others cited here was the fact that
three respondents worked primarily at the elementary level.
The number of interventions tended to be iower there. Maybe
as a reSult, two of these three counselors felt less

comfortable and competent in working with this population.
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Appendix

Suicide Intervention Interview

10.

11.

Male Female

How many years of experience do you have in the school
setting?

School Psychologist School Social Worker
What is your highest degree attained?

How many suicide interventions have you conducted?
How many in the past year?

How were these interventions primarily conducted
(individual or team approach)? Which method are you
more comfortable with? Why?

Have you collaborated or consulted with colleagues who
were not involved in the suicide interventions you
conducted? How often did you do this? Why did you do
this?

Have you attended in-service training, workshops, done
outside reading or course work regarding suicide and/or
suicide intervention? Specify.

What would you say is the average length of the suicide
interventions you have conducted? The shortest? The
longest? Did any extend beyond school hours in terms
of your involvement? Specify. '

How would you generally assess the outcomes of the
suicide interventions you have conducted? (On a scale
of 1 to 10, with 1 being least successful and 10 being
most successful.) Explain.

How would you rate your overall performance in the
suicide interventions you have been involved in? (On a
scale of 1 to 10 with 1 being least competent and 10
being most competent.) Explain.



12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

What are some other roles besides suicide intervention
you perform in your job as a school psychologist or a
school 'social worker? How would you rank order them in
terms of importance or what you most value doing in
your job? (From most important to least important.)
Explain. ’

How comfortable are you in doing suicide interventions?
(On a scale of 1 to 10 with 1 being least comfortable
and 10 most comfortable.) Explain.

How would you assess your performance in the most
serious cases you have handled?

Are there any reasons for your interest or disinterest
in working in the area of suicide/suicide intervention?
What do you like least about counseling suicidal
students? And what do you like most?

Have any suicide interventions you have been involved
in been so serious that you had to refer the student
and his parents/guardians to mental health
professionals outside of the school setting? How often
have you done this? Do you have a list of outside

professionals you can refer seriously suicidal students

to? Please discuss further.

Please respond to the following terms or questions with
the first thing that comes to your mind.

a. Suicide

b. School Psychcologist (if the respondent is one)
School Social Worker (if the respondent is one)

C. Suicide intervention

d. Like most about your job?
Like least about your job?

e. Suicide ideation
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