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The recent suicides of two survivors of the Parkland, Florida shooting and the father of a 
child killed in 2012 at Sandy Hook Elementary School are drawing attention to the serious 
problem facing victims and survivors of gun violence—undiagnosed and untreated trauma. 
Experts say young people who experience a school shooting or who are exposed to gun violence 
may suffer long-term psychological consequences—including post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) and survivor’s guilt. Parents and teachers are in a key position to detect some of the 
warning signs and mental health risk factors that could indicate a young person is in distress 
or poses a suicide risk.   

  
• On February 14, 2018, a student at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in 

Parkland, Florida shot and killed 17 classmates and staff and injured 17 others; on 
December 14, 2012, a 20-year old fatally shot 20 children—between the ages of six and 
seven years old—and six staff members at a Newtown, Connecticut elementary school.  
 

• Last month, the principal of Great 
Mills High School in Maryland, where 
a shooting incident in March 2018 left 
one student dead and another injured, 
acknowledged the lingering impact of 
trauma. In a letter to parents, he said 
“We purposefully use the phrase ‘one-
year mark’ as we are referencing a 
tragic time in our school’s history, not 
celebrating the anniversary of that 
day.”  
 

• A year after the April 1999 Columbine 
High School shooting in Littleton, 
Colorado—which killed 12 students and 
one teacher and injured 24 others—two 
student survivors committed suicide. 

 
• The director of the National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement at the University 

of Southern California notes that—“there’s a misconception that people who have 
experienced trauma may only need services for a finite period of time”—underscoring the 
reality that survivors of traumatic events likely require lifelong treatment and support 
services.   

 
Anyone experiencing a crisis is encouraged to call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-

8255 or contact the Crisis Text Line by texting TALK to 741-741.  
To report immediate threats or emergencies call 911.  

 
 

Tweet from David Hogg, a survivor of the 
Parkland, Florida shooting and student activist.  

(Source: Twitter) 

https://schools.smcps.org/gmhs/images/pdfs/Parent_Letter_%20One_Year_Mark.pdf
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Topic Definitions  
• Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder: A mental health condition triggered by experiencing or 

witnessing a terrifying or traumatic event. 
• Survivor’s Guilt: Feelings of shame or remorse for living through a traumatic event, 

including thoughts about what someone could have or should have done during the event to 
change the outcome. 

• Secondary-Traumatic Stress (Vicarious Trauma): Emotional distress caused by hearing 
about another person’s traumatic experience (may occur in therapist or teachers who work 
with children who have experienced trauma).  

 
 

 
 

Symptoms of Survivor’s Guilt  
Survivor’s guilt is complex, and symptoms vary. According to a behavioral psychology research magazine, 

below are signs someone may be experiencing survivor’s guilt. It’s important to note symptoms are most 
prevalent immediately following a traumatic event. 

• Experiencing flashbacks of the traumatic event; 
• Change in mood (feeling irritable) and/or experiencing mood swings;  
• Having difficulty sleeping (including insomnia and/or nightmares); 
• Feeling immobilized, numb, and/or disconnected; 
• Being unmotivated; 
• Feeling helpless; 
• Having an intense sense of fear and/or increased startle response; 
• Hyper-vigilance to surrounds and/or paranoid;  
• Experiencing physical symptoms such as headaches, stomachaches, and trembles; 
• Having suicidal feelings; 
• Isolating behavior (not wanting to be around other people); and  
• Using guilt-laden language. (Ex: “I still can’t believe it.  I feel like it should have been me.  

Why did I survive and s/he didn’t!? I don’t deserve to be here.”) 
 

General Youth Suicide Indicators & Risk Factors 
Youth who are contemplating suicide frequently give warning signs of their distress. According to a non-

profit foundation that specializes in youth suicide, below are the warning signs of suicide and the risk 
factors that can increase the possibility of youth suicide. 

Warning signs include, but are not limited, to: 
• Talking about suicide & preoccupation with 

death; 
• Making statements about feeling hopeless, 

helpless, or worthless; 
• Self-inflicted injuries; 
• A worsening case of depression; 
• Taking unnecessary risks or exhibiting self-

destructive behavior; 
• Out of character behavior; 
• A loss of interest in the things one cares about; 

and 
• Giving prized possessions away. 

Risk factors include, but are not limited, to: 
• Perfectionist personalities; 
• LGBTQIA youth; 
• Youth with learning disabilities;  
• Students without a support system; 
• Youth with low self- esteem; 
• Youth with a history of abused and/or neglect; 
• Genetic predisposition for depression; 
• Parental history of violence, substance abuse; 

and/or divorce. 


