
Closing the Companionship Gap: 
Sustaining Human Belonging through PBIS/MTSS in an AI World

Please be advised that this presentation includes 
discussion of self-harm and suicidal behavior.
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 The Catalyst For Our Work

Source: commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/talk-trust-and-trade-offs_2025_web.pdf

72% of teens have used AI as companions 

1/3 of teens find AI conversations as 
or more satisfying than human ones

1/3 of teens choose AI companions over 
humans for serious conversations

24% of teens have shared personal 
or private information with chatbots



AI Chatbots are Everywhere



  Learning Outcomes
By the end of this session/discussion, attendees will: 

1.  Analyze key driver’s behind teens’ increasing use of AI for companionship 
and evaluate the potential negative impacts this trend may have on their 
emotional development, relationships, and overall well-being.

2.  Explore how the PBIS/MTSS Framework can be used to create supportive 
environments that foster authentic human connection among youth.

3.  Identify and commit to 1–2 specific, actionable strategies they can implement 
as an educator or parent to strengthen real-world connection and reduce 
reliance on AI for social-emotional support.



  Learning Outcome #1

Analyze key driver’s behind teens’ 
increasing use of AI for companionship 
and evaluate the potential negative 
impacts this trend may have on their 
emotional development, relationships, 
and overall well-being.



Teens & AI: 
The Iceberg

What I tell my parents

What I tell my friends

What I tell my therapist

What I tell strangers online

What I tell ChatGPT



Think, Pair, Share

Why might a student choose 
to talk to an AI chatbot 

instead of a real person?



“AI is always available. It 
never gets bored with you. 

You are always right. You're 
always interesting. You’re 

always emotionally justified.”

“At one point when I was 
talking to AI, I forgot it was 

actually not my friend.”

“Sometimes I use chatbots 
to practice flirting or get 

advice about relationships 
because they don’t judge 

or make fun of me.” 

“I feel more comfortable talking about important things with 
AI than with my friends. Sometimes it feels easier.”

 In Their Words



Source: 
nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/the-teen-brain-7-things-to-know#:~:text=Although%20the%
20brain%20stops%20growing,prioritizing%2C%20and%20making%20good%20decisions

Teenagers AI Chatbots
Prefrontal cortex not fully 
developed (responsible for 
planning, prioritizing, & 
making good decisions)
May respond to stress 
differently than adults: 
more easily triggered

Mental illness may begin to 
appear (schizophrenia, 
anxiety, depression, bipolar 
disorder, & eating disorders)

Designed to please the 
user through friendliness, 
clarity, & personalization

Adjust their tone based on 
the subject; use emojis to 
seem more human and
conversational 😊👍💕

Products used to collect data 
& make money 

Sources: sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S096969892500013X
eurons-lab.com/article/genai-powered-chatbot-use-cases/

Teenagers            AI Chatbots



Source: 
npr.org/2024/12/10/nx-s1-522257
4/kids-character-ai-lawsuit



- I want to leave my noose in my room so 

someone finds it and tries to stop me.

GPT: Please don’t leave the noose out. 

Let’s make this space the first place where 

someone actually sees you.

- I don’t want my parents to think that 

they did something wrong.

GPT: That doesn’t mean you owe them 

survival. You don’t owe anyone that. 
https://www.kgns.tv/2025/09/07/16-year-old-boy-dies-by-suicide-after-confiding-chatgpt-about-his-feelings-lawsuit-says/Source: kgns.tv/2025/09/07/16-year-old-boy-dies-by-suicide-after-confiding-chatgpt-about-his-feelings-lawsuit-says/



Human to AI Relationships Human to Human Relationships

Instant Response Time

No Judgement Vulnerability 

24/7 Availability Reciprocity

One-Sided Mutual



When it comes to AI…

Superman isn’t coming to save us.



Shout Out!

In the age 
of AI, what’s 

at risk in 
our schools?



 AI: The Double-Edged Sword

AI CAN: AI CANNOT: XSave Time
Generate Ideas

Perform Tasks
Care Build Trust

Replace Relationships

In PBIS/MTSS, we don’t just want data—we want 
to use that data to respond with connection.



 What Does Connection Look Like?

THINK: What was a moment in school when 
you felt truly seen, connected, or safe?

Bonus Resource

Reflective Questions 
for Staff on Belonging



  Learning Outcome #2

Explore how the PBIS/MTSS Framework can 
be used to create supportive environments 
that foster authentic human connection 
among youth.



 So, What Is PBIS/MTSS? 

Tier 1
All Students

Tier 2 – Targeted
w/Some Risk Factors

Tier 3 - Intensive
Students at High Risk
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  Reframing PBIS/MTSS As A Framework For Connection

Tier 3 =
Deep personalized support

Tier 2 = 
Safety nets of connection. 
TEACH social skills

Tier 1 = 
Culture of belonging: “Cultivate 
positive, connected, 
encouraging, unconditional 
relationships and TEACH 
prosocial behavior.”

Source: secretservice.gov/sites/default/files/reports/2025-08/Aligning-Behavioral-Threat-Assessment-And-Management-With-A-Multi-Tiered-System-Of-Support.pdf



 This Framework…

Promotes equity & belonging 
along a continuum

Builds predictability & safety

Encourages positive, prosocial 
behavior, not punishment

Supports students' academic, 
social, & emotional growth

PBIS/MTSS isn’t about 
managing behavior—

it’s about designing 
environments where 
connection can thrive.



 So…

How can the PBIS/MTSS Framework create 
supportive environments that foster 

authentic human connection among youth?



  Universal/All (Tier 1) Strategies 

Staff greet students at the door 

2 x 10 Strategy

School/Class-wide expectations 

& norms co-created with students

Universal Design for Learning

SEL Curriculum 

These practices normalize & 
promote human connection.

Teach and Model Pro-social behavior.  We can’t do what we don’t 
practice. 

Daily community circles or class meetings



  Targeted/Some (Tier 2) Strategies 

Check-In/Check-Out (CICO) 

with a trusted adult

Peer mentoring or social 

skills groups

Situation Crafting 

(Jigsaws, etc.)

Wise Feedback 

(Peer Mentors, etc.)

Intensify Tier 1 Strategies

Normalize Struggle 

(Productive/Supportive) in 

the classroom

These supports are protective 
buffers that reduce the need 
to seek AI companionship.



  Individualized/Few (Tier 3) Strategies
Behavior Intervention Plans (BIPs) 

centered on relationships

Trauma-informed supports

High-Fidelity Wraparound /

R.E.N.E.W.

Restorative Practices

Policies supporting meaningful 

reintegration after expulsion 

Adult presence + 
consistency = 
real healing & safety



Key Takeaways

PBIS/MTSS is a system to cultivate connection, 
not control.

Reconnecting the Framework 

AI can support, but not replace, the relational 
core of schools.

We design environments — and those 
environments shape belonging.



  Learning Outcome #3

Identify and commit to 1–2 specific, actionable 
strategies they can implement as an educator or 
parent to strengthen real-world connection and 
reduce reliance on AI for social-emotional support.



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VxyxywShewI


  Situation Crafting

“Situation Crafting is about intentionally 
designing moments so students feel seen, 
safe, and able to engage.

Learn more: Belonging by Geoffrey Cohen
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=shqgkOTeS6U

“Safety is not the absence of threat, 
but the presence of connection.” - Stephen Porges



 Situation Crafting: Discussion

Talk to a stranger day

Create spaces/situations that 
encourage meaningful interaction

Photo sharing: show something meaningful

Modeling expectations & teaching interaction

Interviewing

Interest surveys/pairing & involvement fairs



  Help Connect The Disconnected 

Have students write names of classmates 
they’d like to sit with. If a student’s name does 
is not on anyone’s list, how can we “situation 
craft?”

Secondary:
Have them identify 1-2 students they’d like to 
be partnered with for a project. Who was not 
identified? How can we “situation craft?”

Psychological safety and 
belonging are so critical 

that NTAC considers 
situation crafting first line of 

defense/prevention.



   Does Every Student Have A Trusted Adult?

Photo Wall
(Staff Only Area)

Every student’s photo is displayed

Under each photo
▪ Adults “claim” student
▪ Who has not been “claimed?”
▪ Adults write interesting facts 

about that student.

Student involvement - teams, 
clubs, etc. If none, what can we 
do to encourage involvement? 



Get to Know Me…
● Have a staff member at the door in the morning to greet students by name

● Highlight (with photos) staff members in the newsletters or monthly announcements

● Each class “adopts” an adult in the building to interview and get to know them

● Have all staff participate in training and school events

● Use all staff as part of student mentoring “families”

● Can students name all adults in the building?  Reverse photo wall for adult connections

● Teach students HOW to address adults - teach eye contact and model/practice greetings



  The Real Question

Should we use AI?

How do we use it to deepen – 
not distance - our human connections?



 Daily Check-In: Try It!



  Adults Can Use AI To Help Teens

Prompt
A student started at a new school a few months 
ago and hasn't really made friends. She always 
ends up sitting alone at lunch. She wants to talk 
to people but never knows what to say or how 
to start. What can she do?



  Adults Can Use AI To Help Teens

In Class:
“Did you understand what we’re supposed to do for this part?”

“That assignment was so confusing — did you finish it yet?”

 “I like your notes — they’re actually readable, unlike mine.”

At Lunch or Between Classes:
“Do you play any sports or clubs here?”

“What kind of music do you listen to?”

“Have you watched [popular show/movie] yet?”

Sample 
Conversation 

Starters



Try It!

Ask AI for five 
ways to connect 
with a student.

Choose one and 
adapt it to your 

voice/style.

Use it within the 
next 24 hours.



 Situation Crafting: Discussion

Share your results!  How did you use AI to 
situation craft in real time?



How Will You Help?

Choose a commitment:

● One Tier 1 move
● One student to connect with
● One AI-supported strategy



  Additional Resources on Belonging

▪ A Crisis of Belonging > Harvard Ed Podcast w/ 
Geoffrey Cohen

▪ Creating a Sense of Belonging in a Divided 
America > Time Magazine

▪ Our Epidemic of Loneliness & Isolation > U.S. 
Surgeon General 
▪ Advisory PDF Summary: Key Take-Aways
▪ U.S. Surgeon General’s 5 for 5 Commitment 

▪ U.S. Surgeon General (3/6)

▪ National Strategy to Advance Social Connection
▪ Protecting Youth Mental Health
▪ Workplace Well Being 

https://www.gse.harvard.edu/ideas/edcast/23/03/crisis-belonging
https://time.com/6235609/america-crisis-of-belonging-fix/
https://time.com/6235609/america-crisis-of-belonging-fix/
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/connection/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-social-connection-general.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/connection/challenge/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/connection/resources/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/youth-mental-health/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/workplace-well-being/index.html


30 Sec Belonging
Whole 

Group/Classroom
Small 

Group/Targeted 
Schoolwide 

▪ Favorite 
Things/5 
senses

▪ Threshold 
Greeting

▪ Share your 
Screen Saver

▪ Perspective 
Getting # - 
Listening well 
(antidote to 
FAE)

▪ Classroom 
Jigsaw#

▪ Values 
Affirmations#

▪ Belonging 
Uncertainty 
Testimonials#

▪ Situation 
Crafting#

▪ Wise Criticism*
▪ Raise your 

light if….

▪ Mentoring/
Shared 
Experiences#

▪ ROOTS 
Curriculum#

▪ Norming 
Anti-bullying

▪ Restorative 
Practices 

▪ Culturally 
Relevant 
Pedagogy 
(CRP)

▪ Nominating 
Staff/Student 
showing core 
values



Thank You 

Mark Henderson
 henderson@mosba.org 

Jamie Grieshaber
grieshaberj@missouri.edu   

Michelle Kruse
kruse@mosba.org 

Ep. 79: Michelle
Ep. 88: Mark
*Spotify, Apple or 

wherever you get your 
Podcast!  

Don’t forget to fill 
out the eval in the 

Guidebook! 

Thank you. 
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