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NCTSN Mission 
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SAMHSA’s NCTSN Funded Centers



• COVID-19 Impact Survey

• 5 Think Tanks 
– Grief & Loss

– Disparities

– Suicide & Substance Use 

– Schools             

– Maltreatment & Interpersonal Violence 

• 28 Network Conversations

• The Traumatic Impact of COVID-19 
on Children and Families: Current 
Perspectives from the NCTSN
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Assessing the Traumatic Impact of COVID-19 in the NCTSN

Absher, Maze, & Brymer, 2021



Children and Family Stresses



Children and Family Stresses
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Promoting Family Supports
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Promoting Family Supports
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Promoting Family Supports



• Over 1,000,000 deaths nationwide; 140,000 children have lost a 
primary or secondary caregiver (Hills et. al., 2021)

• Additional losses due to reduced access                                                      
to medical care, opioid crisis

• Disproportionate impacts on Black,                                                    
Latino/a, and American Indian and                                                        
Alaska Native populations

• While much has been lost, the permanence                                                       
of death is different from other losses
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Grief and Loss: Impact

Photo by Mike Labrum on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/s/photos/covid?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


• Features of the COVID-19 pandemic increase the 
risk for complications in grieving for many

– May not have been able to be in-person with a loved 
one who was ill or dying or not able to say goodbye

– Many deaths sudden and unexpected

– May experience shame/guilt they caused a loved 
one to get sick

– Confusion that their loved one died while others 
only had mild symptoms

– Stigma and inequities in access and care
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Grief and Loss: Complications in Grieving

Photo by Tim Mossholder on Unsplash
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• End-of-life rituals have also been disrupted, changed, or absent

– Can create a sense of unfinished business or ambiguous loss

• Caregivers who would normally provide support to a grieving 
child may be less available or less present because of COVID

• May have a huge cohort of children who are struggling with 
bereavement, even if the death occurred early in the pandemic

– Prolonged Grief Disorder

• Providers experiencing vicarious trauma AND vicarious loss and 
bereavement
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Grief and Loss: Impact to Supports



Grief and Loss: Strategies for Families

• Adapt rituals or ceremonies

• Validate feelings

• Use children’s books

• Provide routine and structure

• Identify additional supports 

• Provide extra time, attention, patience,                                                              
love, and reassurance

• Get extra help when needed



Addressing Grief

• Give caregivers strategies for supporting 
bereaved children

• Help families cope 
with other 
collective traumas

• Ensure providers are trained in grief and prolonged grief resources



Suicide and Substance Use: Impact

• Increase in risk factors during the pandemic

Photo by Tim Mossholder from Pexels

• Social isolation and 
reduced social connection

• Anxiety and other mental 
health difficulties

• Experience of trauma

• Experience of grief and 
loss

• Economic hardships

• Family discord or family 
mental health difficulties

• Limits on coping skills

• Limited access to care

• Experiencing disparities, 
racism, and political and 
civil unrest

https://www.pexels.com/@timmossholder?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/yellow-and-black-caution-wet-floor-sign-4515086/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels


Suicide and Substance Use: Impact

• Emergency department visits for suspected suicide attempts have 
increased substantially, especially for adolescent girls (Yard et al., 
2021)

• LGBTQ+, Black, Asian, Native Americans, and Transitional-age youth 
are more at-risk (Czeisler et al. 2020; Sheftall, et al., 2022)

• Overall rise in substance use and overdoses during the pandemic
– Drug availability has changed (e.g., using fentanyl if heroin isn’t available)
– Isolation (e.g., no one is available to call 911 or administer naloxone)

• Impact of the pandemic was not universal (e.g., some students had 
decreased suicidal ideation when not in school)

• Drastic disruption in service delivery



• Helps peers to listen without 
judgment

• Know the signs & the words to 
use 

• Offer supports & help peers 
connect to these supports

• Circle back & check in after 
supporting a peer

• Taking care of self while 
supporting others!
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Enhancing Peer Support



Additional Strategies for Addressing Substance Use and Suicide

• Learn about the 
intersectionality between 
substance use and trauma

• Assess and support at-risk 
groups

• Shift from risk assessment to therapeutic assessment

• Assess

• Build hope and reasons for living

• Connections

• Develop safety plan, including reducing access to 
lethal means



Maltreatment and Interpersonal Violence (IPV): Impact

• Estimates of IPV increased during COVID (Piquero et 
al., 2021) 

• Youth are reporting more abuse (Krause et al., 2022)
– Over half of youth reported experiencing emotional 

abuse by a parent/caregiver
– Over 10% reported experiencing physical abuse by a 

parent/caregiver
– LGBTQ+ youth reported increases of abuse

• Disruptions in mandated reporting 
– Fear that abuse may be happening undetected
– Increased severity in reports from emergency rooms

Photo by BRUNO EMMANUELLE on Unsplash
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Maltreatment and IPV: Impact on Systems

• Increased financial instability also meant more survivors of violence 
were unable to relocate to safe and stable housing

• COVID related protocols became a trauma reminder for some who 
experienced previous maltreatment and/or abuse

• Significant disruption to child welfare and juvenile justice systems
– Decrease in staffing due to COVID safety concerns

– Family reunification were delayed 

– Contact between children in placements and families was reduced or 
suspended

– Disproportionate impact: families of color are over-represented in these 
systems



Addressing Child Maltreatment and IPV

• Promote preparedness of 
JJ and CW systems

• Enhance knowledge of early childhood and 
early childhood mental health services

• Address the workforce needs, 
including training in evidence-
based practices for all 
developmental levels



Schools: Impact

• Numerous shifts to school schedule (remote, 
hybrid)

– Many students unable to learn as well 

– Setback for students who were already struggling

• Services for disabled students less readily 
adaptable to virtual provision

• Reduced school-based services
Photo by August de Richelieu from Pexels
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Schools: Impact

• Lost milestones, social connection, sense of belonging and 
community

• Educators/schools faced anger and blame from the public about 
decisions about public health directives

• Emotional safety and mental well-being are                                             
needed for academic achievement

• Under-resourced schools had worse COVID                                         
safety safeguards

• Trust, relationships, and connection are key                                      
elements of an effective learning environment

Photo by Norma Mortenson from Pexels
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Support for Teachers Affected by Trauma

• Online course addressing 
educator secondary stress

• Self-assessment helps to monitor 
stress over the school year

• Offers strategies for increasing 
well-being

https://statprogram.org/



Well-Being Information and Strategies for Educators

• a FREE 3-part training package 
that assists K-12 educators in 
supporting the mental health of 
students in the classroom. 

• Offers evidence-based strategies 
and skills to engage and support 
students with mental health 
concerns in the classroom.

https://www.classroomwise.org/
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Additional Strategies to Support Schools

Create trauma-informed schools

Address Racism & 
Hate

Strengthen Family-School Partnerships



Tiered Approach to Intervention

Indicated Interventions
• Highest risk or already diagnosed
• Ex: TF-CBT, Child Parent Psychotherapy, PCIT

Universal Interventions
• Appropriate for general population
• Ex: Psychological First Aid, Psycho-

Education, Wellness

Selective Interventions
• Some risk factors present
• Ex: Skills for Psychological Recovery



School-Based Interventions



Traumatic Impact of COVID-19 on Providers: 

Greatest Challenges

The moral injury of 
advocating for children and 
not being heard by larger 

systems.

Working in an environment 
where basic human needs 

were not being met.

Continued inequities and 
the emotional toll of 

ongoing racism, which 
impacts the families we 

serve.

Dealing with a sense of a 
loss of control; no concrete 

end date for pandemic.

Responding to the co-
occurring pandemic and 

hurricane and the inability 
to provide face to face crisis 

counseling.

Having to reduce our 
services while knowing that 

there are child abuse 
victims not being identified 

due to social distancing.



A New Framework for Self-Care: PRN



Pause



Reset



Nourish



Addressing Provider Distress and Organizational Wellness

• Ensure 
supervision is 
trauma-informed

• Learn how to address Secondary Traumatic Stress

• Conduct organizational assessments



Additional Information

• NCTSN Learning Center 
learn.nctsn.org

• To stay up-to-date about 
new and updated resources, 
sign up at info@nctsn.org



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

www.samhsa.gov

1-877-SAMHSA-7 (1-877-726-4727) ● 1-800-487-4889 (TDD)
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