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Introduction

Self-injury (also known as self-mutilation, self-inflicted harm, or self-induced violence) is a phenomenon that is veiled in secrecy and shame, as well as an abundance of misunderstanding by professionals and the public alike. Since teens in our country are participating in this behavior, it is a reality that we as school administrators must face and be prepared to attend to in our school. I have conducted extensive research on this subject utilizing the Internet and other technology tools so that we can become more knowledgeable about a topic that is of great concern to our student body. Included in this report are my findings from several of the multitude of websites that exist concerning self-injury.


This report will first explain what self-injury is, who partakes in this behavior, and why people choose to self-injure. This report will also give details as to what we as professionals working with children can do to respond appropriately to a student who has experience with self-injury, whether it is a friend or a family member that is participating in this behavior, or if it is the student who self-injures. Recognizing the warning signs of a self-injurer as well as suggestions for alternative behaviors to self-injury will be discussed. 
Findings
Defining self-injury

On the website for Mental Health America the following information was offered to define self-injury, who self-injures, and why people choose to participate in this behavior:

What is it?
· Self-injury, also known as cutting or self-mutilation, occurs when someone intentionally and repeatedly harms herself/himself. The method most often used is cutting but other common behaviors include burning, punching, and drinking something harmful, like bleach or detergent. The behavior is defined as the deliberate, repetitive, impulsive, non-lethal harming of one’s self. Self-injury includes: 1) cutting, 2) scratching, 3) picking scabs or interfering with wound healing, 4) burning, 5) punching self or objects, 6) infecting oneself, 7) inserting objects in body openings, 8) bruising or breaking bones, 9) some forms of hair-pulling, as well as other various forms of bodily harm. These behaviors, which pose serious risks, may by symptoms of a mental health problem that can be treated.
Who does it?
· It’s estimated that about two million people in the U.S. injure themselves in some way.  The majority are teenagers or young adults with young women outnumbering young men. They are of all races and backgrounds.

Why?
· Often, people say they hurt themselves to express emotional pain or feelings they can’t put into words.

· It can be a way to have control over your body when you can’t control anything else in your life. A lot of people who cut themselves also have an eating disorder.

· Although they usually aren’t trying to kill themselves, sometimes they’re unable to control the injury and die accidentally.


As one can see, self-injury affects many people in our country, especially young women. The more the faculty and staff know about this topic, the better we will be able to respond to a student in the event that he or she admits to participating in self-injurious behaviors. Mental Health America is a great website to recommend for faculty and staff members who wish to learn more about self-injury. The language is straight-forward and easily understood and gives a brief detailing of the facts about self-injury. In addition to information, Mental Health America offers many resources in getting professional help for self-injurers like treatment, support groups and links to local affiliates. This is a fantastic resource for our school to have in order to offer assistance to parents. Self-injury is not something that can be addressed only by school staff. Outside resources will be necessary in order to provide the assistance that a student who self-injures will need in order to overcome this ordeal. 
Recognizing self-injury


Not every student that self-injures will admit that he or she participates in this behavior. For this reason, school staff must be able to recognize the signs of a self-injurer. On Self-Injury Help’s website, there is an extensive list of symptoms of self injury:

· Wearing jackets, long-sleeve shirts, or any type of heavy clothing in warm weather (to hide cuts on the body)

· Constantly wearing wrist bands (to hide cuts on the wrist) 

· Openly injuring themselves in subtle ways, i.e. pulling some hair out, picking one’s skin, softly hitting oneself, etc. (When people self-injure in front of others it is usually a subdued behavior – try to pick up on any subtleties that, along with other behaviors, may indicate self-injury) 
· Low self-esteem. (Low self-esteem is ONE of the problems people who self-injure possess) 

· Razor blades, razors, knives, sharp objects, lighters, and any other items that seem to be out of place or not normally used by the person in question. 

· Blood on clothes, in the room of the person in question, in the bathroom, etc. 


· Difficulty expressing feelings. (People who expresses frustration at an inability to express their emotions are at risk for self-injury)

· Poor performance at school or work (This is particularly true when performance DROPS to a poor level without good reason) 

· Depression 


· “Negative” talk such as: 

· “I hate life” 

· “No one likes me” 

· “I’m no good at anything” 

· “Life is meaningless” 

· “I never feel happy.” 

· “I feel empty.” 


This information is paramount in detecting the warning signs of self-injury. Our teachers spend the most time during the school day with our students and need to be trained on how to recognize the previously mentioned behaviors. I would recommend that all teachers have access to this list and be mindful of the red flags associated with this phenomenon.

In addition to teachers, I feel that all members of school staff be made aware of the warning signs of self-injury. The students in our school look to all adults in the school as sources of support and comfort, and these can include our janitorial staff, the school nurse, volunteers the cafeteria employees and our office staff. The more adults that are able to assist our students the better.
Confronting a self-injurer

Once we have identified a student as being a self-injurer, we must be very careful with how we approach the situation. We must be respectful of the student and be nonjudgmental. Secret Shame is a self-injury website that offers great suggestions for appropriately confronting a self-injurer:
Ultimatums do NOT work. Ever.

Loving someone who injures him/herself is an exercise in knowing your limitations. No matter how much you care about someone, you cannot force them to behave as you'd prefer them to. I have yet to hear of a single case in which an ultimatum worked. Sometimes SI is suppressed for a while, but when it inevitably surfaces it's often more destructive and intense than it had been before. Sometimes the behavior is just driven underground. One person I know responded to periodic strip searches by simply finding more and more hidden places to cut. Confiscating tools used for SIV is worse than useless -- it just encourages the person to be creative in finding implements. People have managed to cut themselves with plastic eating utensils. 

Punishments just feed the cycle of self-hatred and unpleasantness that leads to SIV. Guilt-tripping does the same. Both of these are incredibly common and both make things infinitely worse. The major fallacy here is in believing that SIV is about you; it almost invariably isn't (except in the most casual ways). 

Accept your limitations. 

Acknowledge the pain of your loved one.

Accepting and acknowledging that someone is in pain doesn't make the pain go away, but it can make it more bearable. Let them know you understand that SIV isn't an attempt to be willful or to make life hard for you or to be unpleasant; acknowledge that it's caused by genuine pain they can find no other way to handle. Be hopeful about the possibility of learning other ways to cope with pain. If they're open to it, discuss possibilities for treatment with them. 

Don't force things.

If you make overtures and they're rejected, back off for a few days or weeks. Don't push it. Some people need time to decide to trust someone else, particularly if they've received a lot of negative feedback about their SI before. Be patient.

Though many of us would hate to see one of our students in such pain, it is vital that we follow the suggestions offered by this website. As with many issues that are sensitive in nature, we must tread carefully and be advised that approaching a self-injurer in a way that causes them shame or discomfort will do more harm than good. The well-being of our students is always our main priority, and though it may be difficult for us to “be patient,” it is exactly what we need to do. In addition to faculty and staff being made aware of this information, the student body as a whole must be informed. A friend of a self-injurer will be just as dedicated to the person’s well-being as our staff.

The parents and guardians of our students will have the greatest impact of all. I suggest that this website be made available to them so that they too can be informed as to how to talk to their child if there is a suspicion of self-injury. If a student who self-injures realizes all the support that is available to him or her in the form of faculty, friends and family, the more likely this student will reach out for and being willing to accept help.
Help for self-injurers


If a student at our school is participating in self-injury and asks for help, the staff needs to know how to not only respond empathetically, but with options to offer. These options could include treatment facilities, support groups, or alternatives to self-injury. Many of the websites that I have researched give this information in abundance. When offering options, we must keep in mind that our students are adolescents and therefore may not be interested in what adults have to say about this behavior. I recommend several sites for students to visit in order to learn about dealing with self-injury from a teenager’s perspective. For example, I found an online magazine entitled, “Can’t Shout, Can’t Scream,” written entirely by an 18 year-old girl. She wrote about her experiences and offers suggestions for teens that self-injure. A sample page of this young girl’s work is as follows:
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Another excellent website I would recommend for students is sponsored by the Children’s Hospital of Boston’s Center for Young Women's Health. The information offered on this website is written especially for teens: 

Self-Injury:

A Guide for Teens

 

Your teen years can be the most complicated phase of your life. Some of your challenges include: harder school work, changes in relationships, and changes in your body. Sometimes it can be hard to handle the feelings that come with these changes, while you're also trying to manage the day-to-day of teen life. Some teens have a harder time balancing out their feelings and may turn to harmful activities like drinking, using drugs, or self-injury. This guide was created to help you understand self-injury, and how you can get help for yourself or a friend.
What should I do if I self-injure? 

It is very important to ask for help if you or someone you know self-injures. Talk to an adult you trust, such as a parent, relative, guidance counselor or your health care provider. Friends can be very supportive, but it is important that you tell an adult too. 

 

When you talk to a trusted adult, tell them you have been self-injuring, and that you want to stop. Ask them for support, and ask them to help you find resources and make a plan for stopping.

 

	Special note: if you have a cut that is infected, or that won't stop bleeding, you will need to get first aid right away.


 

Can I stop hurting myself?

Yes, you can stop. Stopping self-injury is like quitting abusing drugs or alcohol. It's a challenge, but with support and a good plan, you can do it! You can find healthier ways to handle your intense feelings, and you can learn to take good care of yourself.

 

Deciding to stop self-injuring is a decision that you will have to make for yourself—but it is a lot easier with the support of family, friends, and a health care provider. 

 

	The first thing you should know is that you are a good person, and that your body and mind deserve good care. You may not have heard that very often in your life, but it is important to know this basic truth about yourself! Knowing this can inspire you to learn healthier ways of coping with stress.



Teens will appreciate this website since it is written to them, rather than about them. Again, we must keep in mind that we do not want to alienate the student who self-injures. We want them to remain self-sufficient and know that they are being respected. In addition to offering suggestions for self-injurers, it also gives information for friends of self-injurers that are reasonable and responsible:
How can I help a friend who self-injures?

If you have a friend who self-injures there are steps you can take to help them stop, and help them recover.

 

First, suggest to your friend that they talk to an adult they trust, like a parent, school counselor, or their health care provider. Second, support your friend by listening to them, and letting them know you care about them. Lastly, print out this guide, or some other information on self-injury, and give it to them. They can read it when they feel ready.

 

If your friend won't talk to an adult, and refuses help, you should find a trusted adult who knows your friend, and talk to that person. Tell an adult even if your friend asked you to keep their self-injury a secret! Your friend might get angry at you, but in this situation, it's more important to get help. Self-injury is very serious and can be deadly, and your friend's safety is more important than privacy right now. Your friend might be mad at you for a while, but you can apologize and talk about it later, after you know they're safe.


Many of our students turn to the Internet already for support, guidance and information about issues that are of interest to them. We can meet our students where they are by suggesting forums that are sponsored by websites that assist those that have been affected by self-injury. One such website that I had found is that of the National Self Harm Network (NSHN). In addition to the large amount of information concerning self-injury, it hosts forums that are applicable to professionals, friends and loved ones of self-injurers, as well as self-injurers [image: image3.png]' @ B+ | 13 Bookmarksw [ 7 blocked | % Check v - Autolink v |- Autof | s Sendtov
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Giving our students websites for self-injury is not enough to deal with the issue. We must be aware of the treatment options that are available for students. For more information concerning this, I would recommend parents and teachers to visit the Mayo Clinic’s website concerning self-injury. They give information about the treatments that are offered:

Treatment

Treating self-injury usually requires psychotherapy and medications, with emergency or psychiatric hospitalization sometimes necessary. Whether you engage in self-injury or have a loved one who does, know that there are ways to overcome it and healthier options to cope with emotional distress.

Treating self-injury can take time and hard work. Treatment focuses on addressing the underlying reasons for hurting yourself. Because self-injury can become so entrenched and it's often accompanied by serious mental disorders, treatment with a mental health professional well versed in self-injury issues may be necessary.

Treatment typically includes:

· Psychotherapy. Also known as talk therapy or counseling, psychotherapy can help you identify underlying issues that trigger self-injury. In particular, a type of psychotherapy called dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) is frequently used for self-injury. Its main objective is to teach behavioral skills to help you tolerate stress, regulate your emotions and improve your relationships with others. Your therapist may ask you to create a safety plan that includes steps to take to prevent an episode of self-injury. In addition to individual therapy, family therapy or group therapy may also be recommended. 

· Medications. There are no medications that specifically treat self-injury. However, your doctor may recommend treatment with antidepressants or other psychiatric medications that can help improve depression, anxiety or other mental disorders. An improvement in those symptoms may help you feel less compelled to hurt yourself. 

· Psychiatric hospitalization. If you injure yourself severely or repeatedly, your doctor may recommend psychiatric hospitalization. Hospitalization can provide a safe environment and more intensive treatment until you get through a crisis. 


When using this website, I would suggest that it be used as a tutorial for parents and teachers in preparation for talking to a student who self-injures. I find the information extremely valuable, but the language is a bit cold and distant. Adults can learn about this information and then share it in their own words with students.
Action Recommendations

As school counselor, I feel that it in our best interest to take a preventative stance in dealing with self-injury. One of the reasons people turn to this behavior is due to a lack of coping skills to deal with stress and anxiety. In addition, a low sense of self-esteem is a major factor that contributes to self-injurious behaviors. I recommend that the faculty and staff maintain an open and collaborative relationship with the students of this school. We must serve as a constant reminder that the adults in this building are a source of support and guidance, rather than that of judgment and discipline. I believe that this will be a positive step towards uniting our school and initiating channels of discussion between students and faculty.

Prevention will not be enough. We need to take immediate action in dealing with self-injury. The likelihood of one of our students (or more) partaking in this dangerous and self-destructive behavior is great. We must make it our responsibility to protect our students and ensure their safety. I recommend that we host a staff in-service that details the realities of self-injury. The myths associated with this behavior must be dispelled and proper training on how to recognize the signs must be given. At this same training, the staff must be instructed on how to appropriately respond to a disclosure of self-injury. 


Once the staff in-service has been completed, I recommend that we offer a workshop for parents on how to deal with self-injurious behaviors. We can educate the parents of our students about the warning signs and how to decipher the myths from the facts concerning self-injury. 

At this workshop, we can inform parents of the upcoming in-classroom instruction that will be offered to students. Parents can have any concerns addressed or questions answered dealing with the nature of the program that will be presented to their children.


Students need to be made aware of the support that is available to them and the realities of self-injury, which is why I highly recommend student instruction during one of their classes. I propose that this is ideal due to the sensitive nature of this topic. The more intimate the group is, the more safe a student may feel to ask questions or share their thoughts. No disclosures will be allowed in front of other students. Students will be given the opportunity to share personal experiences after the presentation is complete. 


I also recommend that our school’s website provide links to resources and websites about self-injury for students, staff and parents to learn more about this topic. I have already created a database of 20 such websites that I am willing to share with the school administration. This list can be found in the section of this report entitled Additional Resources.

As educators dedicated to the well-being of children, it is our duty to become aware of all the dangers that our students may face. Self-injury is one such danger and by educating ourselves, our students and their parents, we are ensuring our student’s safety and providing them with invaluable tools that they will keep with them for the rest of their lives.

Additional Resources
For more information regarding self-injury, please use the following resources:

· Maureen Rose’s Website
· Internet Address Book: Self-Injury Websites
· Research Excerpts File: Self-Injury
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