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The included resources are free to use. We encourage you to copy and paste resources you are interested in sharing with parents and caregivers in your back-to-school newsletter.


[bookmark: _Hlk205803368]Before Posting Back-to-School Photos: 
Share Smiles, Not Sensitive Information
[bookmark: _Hlk206057851]As the school year kicks off, social media will light up with proud parents and caregivers posting first-day photos. It's a heartwarming tradition, but it can also unintentionally expose sensitive information about your child.
[image: A picture containing text, outdoor, person, sign

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Details like school name, grade level, teacher, age, and even physical characteristics may seem harmless, but they can be exploited by predators or scammers targeting your child or family.
Even with strict privacy settings, the safest choice is to limit what you share online.
Avoid posting:
❌ School name or location
❌ Age or birthdate
❌ Teacher’s name or classroom
❌ Physical details like height or weight
❌ Personal clues (e.g., answers to security questions)
It is worth treating everyday details with the same caution you would give to a password or a PIN. Celebrate safely with fun captions, close ups of backpacks or shoes, or a creative back-to-school sign that does not include identifying information. Let's keep the memories joyful and private.

Standardized Response Terminology Aims to Simplify School Safety
Public Acts 270 and 271 of 2024 set forth requirements for the Michigan State Police to establish standardized response terminology (SRT) for a range of situations that occur in the state’s K-12 schools. Further, the legislation requires all public and non-public schools to adopt the SRT for at the start of the 2026-2027 school year. Click here to see the five terms and how they’re used. 

Legislative Update
Cell Phone Policy: Starting with the 2026-27 school year, school districts must adopt a policy prohibiting student cell phone use during instructional time and be posted publicly on their website. These policies should include required exemptions for medical needs, special education, district-issued devices, and updated emergency operation plans to address how students may use devices during an emergency. 2026 Local School District Cell Phone and Emergency Plan Policies

Especially Safe: Ways for Schools to Plan for Your Child in an Emergency
In an emergency, schools should be prepared to address the needs of every student. Does your student have access or functional needs? Safe and Sound Schools provides Especially Safe, a free resource designed for schools to plan and prepare to meet the various needs of students and community members for when an emergency arrives. As a shareholder in planning for the needs of your student, the Especially Safe guide can help you advocate for your student and their special needs in an emergency. 

Safe Storage
Michigan Law (Public Act 17 of 2023) requires that any firearm left unattended where a minor (under age 18) is or is likely to be present must be either stored in a locked container or both unloaded and secured with a locking device. In support of this law, several resources have been made available on the Michigan Department of Education (MDE) website. Use the links below to find some of the available resources and learn more about safe firearm storage.
· MDE-MI Safe Storage Notice (additional languages are available)
· Be SMART for Kids
· Michigan Department of Health and Human Services Firearm Safety Resources
· A Parent’s Guide to Home Firearm Safety

Safer Schools Together for Parents
Safer Schools Together (SST) partners with families and communities to strengthen school safety through digital‑threat education, crisis support, and collaboration between home and school. Their online Resource Hub offers practical, up‑to‑date guides on emerging apps, trends, and online risks to help parents stay informed about their child’s digital world.	Comment by Becker Bennett, Nancy (MSP): Needs a link to the site	Comment by HANES, RANDA (MSP): The link is listed below
Rather than responding only after a crisis, these resources help parents and school staff recognize early warning signs and take supportive action before concerns grow. Use the links below to explore the tools and information available to you.
· SST Parent/Caregiver Resources Hub
· Safer Schools Together Website

Student Mental Health Concerns	Comment by Becker Bennett, Nancy (MSP): This does not seem as though it is written for the caregiver - it appears to be written for school personnel. On the bottom it says to consider whether this will affect child’s safety at home and such. It also says to suggest to their caregivers. This entire section needs to be changed to be for parents/caregivers and NOT from the school personnel vantage point. It looks like someone tried to change some of it but it’s still not correct.	Comment by HANES, RANDA (MSP): The reference for the child’s safety would relate to if a caregiver is talking to the caregivers of their child’s peer. I’ve changed some things that could sound aimed more at caregivers, but overall I believe this does work for caregivers. 	Comment by Becker Bennett, Nancy (MSP): I understand but I still think the bullets on page 3 are confusing as they are mixed messaging being some are your child and some speak about the child’s caregiver. I don’t like how it sounds - if I was reading as a parent, I would notice it.
Mental health is a key component of students’ overall well-being and a primary concern among caregivers and educators. It can be difficult to know what to look for if your child or one of their peers is struggling, but just being observant is a key first step. 
Look out for any of these common signs of distress:
Physical Signs
· Unexplained injuries or signs of self-harm.
· Showing signs of possible substance use.
· Changes in hygiene or appearance.
· Fatigue, low energy, or sleeping too much/too little.
· Sudden changes in appetite or noticeable weight changes.
· Unexplained and frequent aches or pains, such as headaches and stomachaches.
Emotional Signs
· Sudden outbursts, anger, aggression, or irritability at self or others.
· Talking about feeling hopeless or worthless. Saying things like “I don’t care anymore” or “Nothing matters.”
· Comments about death or suicide, even jokingly.
· Expressing self-hate or making negative comments about themself.
· Persistent sadness.
· Clinginess or separation anxiety, especially in younger children.
· Excessive worry, anxiety, or obsessive thoughts.
Social Signs
· Withdrawal from friends, family, or activities.
· Sudden changes in peer groups.
· Being bullied or bullying others.
· Unhealthy relationships.
· Giving away special belongings.
Behavioral Signs
· Decline in academic performance or loss of interest in school.
· Frequent absences, skipping class, or avoiding usual routines.
· Risk-taking or aggressive behavior.
· Difficulty concentrating or making decisions.
· [image: ]Trouble remembering things.

These are common signs of distress and mental health struggles, but they are not the only possible signs. It’s important to consider the situation as a whole: the age of the child, what behavior you consider “normal” for that specific child, or whether their behavior has changed noticeably or suddenly. Don’t ignore your gut—if something feels wrong, say something. It’s better to ask if they’re okay and express concerns, even if you’re wrong, than to stay silent and risk escalation.
What are next steps? 
If you do observe concerning behaviors in your child or their peer, here are some possible next steps to consider:
· Talk to the child about your concerns, affirming you are a trusted adult who cares.	Comment by Becker Bennett, Nancy (MSP): See my response comment. I think this is still confusing as the format of the messages are mixed between “your child” and the child’s caregiver.
· If the concerns are about your child’s peer, speak to the peer’s caregivers about your observations and concerns. (First, consider whether this may impact the child’s safety at home).
· Share your concerns with your child’s pediatrician or medical provider.
· Speak to school personnel to connect your child to in-school mental health resources, if available.
· If appropriate, connect your child to (or suggest to the peer’s caregivers) community mental health resources that may be able to provide treatment. If a local provider cannot accept the child as a patient, they may be able to direct you to a provider who can.
· If appropriate, contact OK2SAY with your concerns (Parental Guide).
· Follow up with your child, or your child’s peer, and/or the trusted adults you contacted for additional support.
Caregivers alone cannot “fix” a mental health issue. However, being a trusted, caring adult, and helping connect children to the support or resources they may need is a critical step in keeping children healthy and safe.
[image: ]
Keeping Our Communities Safe: Vital Updates for Parents and Caregivers
Parents and caregivers play a critical role in the success of OK2SAY, Michigan’s Student Safety Program by creating an environment where open communication, trust, and safety are part of everyday conversations. When caregivers encourage their children to speak up about concerns such as bullying, threats, self-harm, violence, or other potentially dangerous situations, they help build a culture where students understand that reporting is an act of caring—not tattling.
Although OK2SAY tip submissions are confidential, caregiver involvement remains a vital component of the program’s effectiveness. By openly discussing the importance of reporting concerns and reassuring children that it is the right thing to do, caregivers help break down the "code of silence" that can prevent students from seeking help for themselves or others.
To support families in these conversations, OK2SAY offers a variety of free resources specifically designed for parents and caregivers, including informational brochures, educational presentations hosted by the school, and safety awareness materials. These resources help them recognize warning signs, start meaningful discussions about school safety and mental health, and empower their children to use this life-saving reporting system when they see or hear something concerning.	Comment by Becker Bennett, Nancy (MSP): runt
· Parental Guide to OK2SAY
· A Parent's Guide to Understanding Threats
· Online Resources for Parents
· Online Discussion Questions and Action Plan
· Bullying: How Parents Can Help
· Holding on to Life Toolkit
Together, parents, schools, and students form a powerful partnership that helps keep Michigan schools safe, supportive, and connected.

Transitions Build Resilience and Coping Skills for Students
As the fall begins, most children approach the new school year with a mix of excitement and nervous anticipation. New classrooms, teachers, routines, and friendships are important developmental milestones, but they can also bring uncertainty and stress. For some children, particularly those with underlying mental health or neurodevelopmental concerns, the anxiety and emotional demands of transition may outweigh the excitement. Schools play a vital role in helping children feel safe, supported, and ready to learn during these periods of change. 
Transitions are an important part of life for all people. Learning to navigate change in childhood helps build resilience and coping skills that children will draw upon throughout their lives. For all students, supportive transitions begin with helping them understand new routines, expectations, and environments while gently scaffolding the development of new relationships and social connections. Predictability, patience, and consistency can go a long way in helping children feel secure.
For young children with anxiety, thoughtful preparation and gradual exposure to the school setting can be especially helpful. Opportunities to visit the classroom before school begins, meet teachers, and become familiar with daily routines may reduce uncertainty and fear. Some children benefit from having a transitional object from home, while others feel reassured knowing there is a designated “safe person” or calming space available during the school day. When children have existing support such as a 504 Plan or Individualized Education Program (IEP), families and school staff are encouraged to review these accommodations together before the school year begins to ensure continuity of support.
Children with ADHD may also experience transitions as particularly challenging, especially when adapting to increased structure, sustained attention demands, and changes in routine. Supporting families in reviewing medication needs and treatment plans with their healthcare provider before the school year begins can be beneficial. Classroom accommodations such as strategic seating, movement breaks, visual schedules, organizational supports, and clear routines can significantly improve a child’s success and emotional regulation.
For children with autism spectrum disorder, changes in routines, environments, and social expectations may be especially stressful. Early introductions to classrooms, teachers, and peers can help build familiarity and reduce anxiety. Many children benefit from sensory supports and occupational therapy-informed strategies that help maintain regulation throughout the school day. Understanding a child’s communication style, language abilities, social skills, sensory needs, and behavioral triggers allows educators and support staff to plan proactively. Collaboration with previous teachers and caregivers can provide valuable insight into strategies that have been successful in the past, including approaches for children with significant anxiety, rigidity, or demand avoidance.
Sadly, many children have also experienced trauma and other adverse life events. These experiences may include exposure to domestic violence, abuse, neglect, grief, separation from caregivers, parental mental illness, or the effects of addiction within the family. For children who have experienced trauma, transitions can feel particularly overwhelming because their nervous systems are often primed to remain on alert for danger. They may respond unpredictably to stress and appear anxious, angry, withdrawn, aggressive, or easily dysregulated. Loud noises, raised voices, abrupt commands, conflict on the playground, hunger, fatigue, or unstructured time may trigger strong emotional reactions or frightening memories. Trauma-sensitive approaches in schools — including predictable routines, calm responses from adults, emotional validation, movement breaks, safe spaces, and strong relationships with trusted adults — can help children feel more secure and supported as they adjust to the new school year.
Older children and adolescents may also struggle with substance use and addiction. Some students may have used marijuana, nicotine, alcohol, or other substances frequently over the summer months, and the return to school may coincide with withdrawal symptoms, irritability, sleep difficulties, anxiety, or emotional instability. Others may be living in households where addiction affects daily functioning, consistency, and emotional safety. These experiences can contribute to difficulties with concentration, mood regulation, attendance, peer relationships, and behavior. Approaching students with compassion, curiosity, and support — rather than punishment alone — can help schools identify underlying struggles and connect students and families with appropriate resources and care.
It is also important to recognize that anxiety and distress in children do not always present as worry or sadness. In some children, particularly those who are anxious, autistic, traumatized, or dysregulated, stress may manifest as irritability, aggression, refusal behaviors, elopement from the classroom, or emotional outbursts. Viewing these behaviors through a lens of curiosity rather than judgment can help adults respond more effectively. Asking, “What might this child be communicating?” instead of “What is wrong with this child?” often leads to more supportive and productive interventions.
Mental health professionals, educators, and families can work together to help children identify emotions, develop coping strategies, and build emotional vocabulary. Tools such as emotion-labeling cards, visual supports, mindfulness exercises, calming routines, and sensory strategies may help children better understand and manage difficult feelings. Creating emotionally safe environments where children feel understood and supported is an essential foundation for learning and growth.
Here are some general tips to set children up for success: 
1. Prepare children for new routines early: Help students understand classroom expectations, daily schedules, and changes before school begins to reduce uncertainty.
1. Create predictability and consistency: Clear routines, visual schedules, calm transitions, and patient adult support help children feel safe and secure.
1. Offer gradual exposure when possible: Classroom visits, meeting teachers, touring the school, or practicing routines can be especially helpful for children with anxiety, autism, ADHD, or trauma histories.
1. Review supports and accommodations in advance: Families and school staff should revisit 504 Plans, IEPs, medication needs, treatment plans, sensory supports, and successful past strategies before the year starts.
1. Identify safe supports at school: A trusted adult, calming space, movement breaks, or transitional object from home can help children regulate when they feel overwhelmed.
1. Use a trauma-sensitive, compassionate approach: Respond calmly, validate emotions, avoid harsh reactions, and recognize that stress may show up as anger, withdrawal, aggression, refusal, or emotional outbursts.
1. Look for the meaning behind behavior: Instead of asking, “What is wrong with this child?” ask, “What might this child be communicating?” This encourages more supportive interventions.
1. Build emotional coping skills: Use tools like emotion-labeling cards, mindfulness, sensory strategies, calming routines, and supportive conversations to help children understand and manage difficult feelings.
As we begin this new school year, we hope all children, families, and school staff experience a safe, supportive, and successful transition. With collaboration, preparation, and compassion, schools can help every child feel seen, understood, and ready to thrive.
Authored by:
Dr. Sheila Marcus, M.D., MC3 Founder, Immediate Past Pediatric Medical Director, & Consulting Psychiatrist Clinical Professor
Dr. Nasuh Malas, M.D., M.P.H., MC3 Emergency & Crisis Services Clinical Lead Clinical Professor
For mental and behavioral health resources, visit the Michigan Clinical Consultation & Care (MC3) website. 
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