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M

y cell phone startled me awake around 2:15 a.m.
“This cannot be good,” I thought as I fumbled for
it bedside. It was not. But I never fathomed how
bad it could be.
The police chief related that a 16-year-old high
school student had died by suicide within the hour. This
death followed the suicide of a 19-year-old recent graduate
just two weeks earlier. Being new to the Palo Alto, Calif.,
Unified School District, I had not met either student, yet I
was devastated.
In schools I’d previously led, we had lost children to
cancer and fatal accidents, but somehow this felt worse.
The specter of death by suicide was beyond comprehension. But there it was, in our own school community.
Research indicates that one suicide often triggers
another. Our deepest fears and worst nightmares came
true over the next few months as this death was followed
by another. And another. The suicides of four teenagers in
this high-achieving community shook us all to the core.
I had been a superintendent since 1988, serving in
three local school districts and as state superintendent in
Illinois, president of the Illinois Mathematics and Science
Academy and founding head of the Princeton International School of Mathematics and Science, and I had seen
my share of crises. But nothing was as tragic or intense as
the suicide cluster I experienced during my first months as
Palo Alto’s superintendent in fall 2014.

In the Aftermath
Applying lessons learned from an earlier suicide cluster in
the district in 2009, we immediately applied our preven-
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A superintendent’s
inside story of how
a high-achieving
school district, in
the aftermath of a
cluster of deaths,
consciously deals
with prevention,
intervention and
postvention

Preventative Measures: One District’s Efforts
BY DAV I D M . A D E R H O L D

F

rank Bruni’s April 2015 op-ed
column in The New York Times,
“Best, Brightest — and Saddest,”
scared the hell out of me. He described
a school community “in the shadow of
Stanford University.” If you substitute
West Windsor-Plainsboro for Palo Alto
and Princeton for Stanford, Bruni’s
column could have been describing
my school community, minus one
major factor.
In West Windsor-Plainsboro, a central
New Jersey district with approximately
9,700 students, we have not had a recent
suicide. But that does not mean we have
not had significant concerns.
Between April and October 2015, I
struggled with what I was witnessing in
my community. Our students were suffering. The schools had experienced an
increase in mental health assessments
for anxiety, depression and suicidal ideations, along with referrals for drug and
alcohol screenings. Something needed
to change.
Last October, I composed and distributed a 16-page manifesto to our school
community that encapsulated several
years of purposeful changes. We needed
to shift our focus toward deep and meaningful learning and away from rampant
academic competition.
The changes included:

tion and intervention protocols, including comprehensive anti-bullying, sexual harassment and
homework policies. Our counselors developed
detailed logic models with clear accountabilities. We wrote a strategic plan with a key goal of
“support[ing] the social-emotional needs of students and celebrat[ing] personal growth across
multiple dimensions, while ensuring a positive,
safe and healthy environment.”
Attending to mental health and wellness had
always been a priority of the district. Following
the suicides, it was the priority.
After each death, we implemented a postvention protocol. My first calls were to the school’s
principal, the district’s communications coordinator and each school board member. The communications coordinator and principal prepared
a written message for staff, students and parents.

We also informed our PTA Council president and
the district’s director of student services, who in
turn worked with the principal to deploy the crisis team. I approved the messages that were sent
simultaneously to staff and families. Each message
included resources for mental health supports.
The crisis team met at the school to plan for
the coming days. Additional counseling services
were obtained from other schools and the community. Experts in grief counseling gave the faculty insights into what to expect from students
and how to respond. We scripted a common message for all faculty members to read during first
period and encouraged them to provide space for
discussion, grief and coping. We asked them to
hold off on homework and tests for a day or two
and then ease back into the routine.
The biggest challenge of postvention was the
depth and breadth of emotions and subsequent
time needed to transition from shock to a normal
routine. Although most students and staff needed
just a day or two of grieving, some teachers and
counselors were affected to the extent that they
needed personal leaves or left the district entirely.

Unexpected Targeting

Chloe Sorensen, sophomore class president at Gunn
High School, described support felt by students during
a Palo Alto school board meeting in 2015.
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We had learned a lot from the earlier cluster,
but it was not enough. We had not anticipated
how intense the finger-pointing would be. The
immediate reaction of many terrified parents
was to blame the schools: too much homework,
too much competition, uncaring teachers, lack of
leadership, depressing books in literature classes,
dreary wall colors. The list went on and on.
Some educators and parents pointed fingers at
other parents: too many “tiger parents,” too much
emphasis on GPAs and APs, too much competitive intensity about getting into top universities,
too much overprotectiveness.
(continued on page 22)
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The football field at Palo Alto’s Gunn High School, which has experienced several student suicides in recent years.

k “No Homework Nights,” which provided
students with time off from preparing
course work, projects and test prep.
These breaks gave students permission
to spend time with family, attend school
social events and pursue nonacademic
passions.
k Elimination of midterm and final exams,
which we found to be redundant with
common assessments. These exams provided little opportunity for student reflection and growth.
k Expansion of entrance criteria for honors and Advanced Placement classes,
which enabled more students to access
rigorous academic courses.
k Conceptual redesign of accelerated and
enriched mathematics instruction.

Student-Led Training

David Aderhold
k Previously introduced in elementary
school, it will now begin in middle school.
k Use of a K-5 standards-based report
card designed to provide parents with
better information about their child’s
progress in relationship to academic
standards. Report cards are provided on
a trimester basis.

Caring Partners
One additional initiative was the formation of a partnership with the Center for
Supportive Schools, a nonprofit organization in Princeton, N.J., that expands
the influence of caring peers and adults.
My work with the center began during
2011-12 when CSS convened educators
and mental health experts in the region.
My colleagues and I established the
framework that would become Campaign
Connect–New Jersey, a means for
helping schools become safer, more
supportive, engaging and inspiring.
Campaign Connect is data-based
and relationship-driven. At its core, the
campaign is grounded in the belief that
schools must purposefully and intentionally focus on their culture and climate.
Campaign Connect–New Jersey recognizes that each school’s data will be
unique to its circumstances. School districts must increase organizational capacity to more effectively address students’
social and emotional needs and thereby
accelerate student achievement.

As a Campaign Connect member district,
we began data analysis to drive a cycle
of continuous school improvement.
During the past year at High School
South, we administered a questionnaire
to all 10th through 12th graders about
how they viewed student/adult relationships. The patterns and themes that
emerged suggested students lacked
meaningful connections with adults.
Based on the findings, we developed
a professional development program
for our teachers focused on discussing
the relationships between teachers and
students. Our students ran the training.
Teachers worked in groups to discuss
and record their perspectives and experiences regarding the importance of
teacher and student relationships. This
feedback will be analyzed by our Campaign Connect team and will guide our
next measures.
In West Windsor-Plainsboro, we
believe the school district has a moral
imperative to ensure students are
healthy, safe, supported, engaged and
challenged. Campaign Connect provides
a reflective structure aimed at increasing
the organization’s capacity. The process
is authentic in voice, advocacy, commitment and care for students, improving
the culture and climate of our school
community.
The frightening reality for school systems is that we are all susceptible to
student mental health crises, including
suicide. Purposeful change needs to be
championed by a network of believers.
The potential for transformative
change begins with the recognition that
schools are more than academic institutions. Our students need to know how
much we care. They need to know we
care about their full development. As
such, we always must be grounded in the
development of the whole child.
DAVID ADERHOLD is superintendent
of West Windsor-Plainsboro Regional
School District in West Windsor, N.J.
E-mail: david.aderhold@ww-p.org. Twitter:
@david_aderhold
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(continued from page 20)
We were all quick to point fingers at the community as well: too much affluence, too much
competition, too much financial stress, too few
hospital beds, too many fast trains, too much
media attention.
And then there was the cyberbullying of teachers, parents, education leaders and even students
in the anonymous blogs and comments on published articles. While finger-pointing was to be
expected, the vitriol was not. Any school that
experiences a student suicide should brace for
a tsunami of blame that can feel like a wave of
destruction. However, advanced preparation can
mitigate the deleterious impact.

Lessons Learned
Eventually, cooler heads prevailed. We knew
much about suicide prevention, but we learned
much more over the course of the cluster and in
its immediate aftermath.
We learned first-hand from national experts on
adolescent suicide, such as Columbia University’s
Madelyn Gould and Morton Silverman of the
JED Foundation, Stanford professors Shashank
Joshi and Rebecca Bernert, and community partners, including pediatricians and psychiatrists
at the Palo Alto Medical Foundation, Lucille
Packard Children’s Hospital and the Health Care

Alliance for Response to Adolescent Depression.
We learned from sleep research compiled by the
American Academy of Pediatrics and from popular literature, including Francis E. Jensen’s The
Teenage Brain: A Neuroscientist’s Survival Guide
to Raising Adolescents and Young Adults. Thanks
to our county health director, we obtained the
services of the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention in conducting an Epi-Aid investigation of risk factors within the community and
across the county.
We also learned from our students and their
parents. We conducted numerous student focus
groups and parent forums and surveyed both
groups extensively. From all of these sources our
key learnings about suicide prevention were:
l The crucial role of partnerships. One should
never go it alone. Engage the help of experts in
the field of mental health broadly and suicide prevention specifically.
l The importance of sleep. Sleep deprivation had
been a common element in some of the deaths.

Messages written in chalk outside Gunn High School in Palo Alto proclaim what students are grateful for in the
immediate aftermath of a cluster of suicides.

l The prevalence of depression. Our community
pediatricians provided evidence that approximately 25 percent of students had significant
mental health concerns.

changes or worrisome social media posts among
their peers and letting adults know of potential
devastating problems. Provide them with evidence-based depression education.

l The importance of vigilant students. The students are essential experts in identifying behavior

l The role of the “suicide hotspot.” Palo Alto has
what the experts call a hotspot — in our case,
a speeding train that runs right through town
90 times per day. The train track is our hotspot
equivalent of the Golden Gate Bridge. Eliminating, or at least restricting, the hotspot as a means
of suicide is an effective prevention measure.
Three of the four students in the recent cluster —
and all of those in an earlier cluster — died at or
near main train crossings in town.

Managing My Own Emotions
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The student’s death by suicide was traumatic for many, and they needed care that we
were not prepared to offer and sadly had not
considered that first morning after. Audible
weeping, seething but suppressed anger,
stoic masks and silent cries for help were
manifest. So was the compassionate support
for one another and the courage to carry on
to support the students.
Instead of recognizing and honoring their
grief, I urged them to suppress their pain and
take care of our students. The faculty carried
on heroically with the students, but had district and school leaders been more sensitive
to their needs and allowed time for the teachers to manage their own feelings and support
their colleagues, we would have better served
our students and the greater community.

Personal Impact
On a personal note, managing my own
emotions had its own challenges. Each phone
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call from the police was crushing and left
me breathless and suffocating just thinking
about the child’s parents and siblings, not
to mention my own children and grandchildren. There were times of what novelist
Kurt Vonnegut called “Jupiter gravity” when
I could barely shuffle through the day, yet I
always had to keep an upbeat presence.
And shortly after each death, I just got
angry. Really angry, but not at anyone. I was
just mad, mad that I could not save their lives,
mad that I shuddered with every train whistle,
mad that suicide was so inextricable and terrified another could happen. My outlets were
holding family close and hard exercise — milelong swims, cycling steep grades and even
running intervals. These physical activities
speeded recovery and helped me lead with
more compassion, sensitivity and equanimity.
Putting the proverbial oxygen mask on yourself first is an important lesson in leadership.
— MAX MCGEE

We learned this about intervention:
l The need to destigmatize counseling. This stigma
needs to be addressed, especially among those parents who became successful on their own and who
believe it is weak or shameful for a young person
to seek help for a mental health concern.

PHOTO BY BRIAN L. FRANK

“Put the oxygen mask on yourself first before
helping those in need of assistance” advises
every flight attendant during the pre-takeoff
presentation on flight safety.
I should have asked our faculty to do the
same, and I deeply regret that in those first
few hours and days we did not attend to the
emotional needs of our teachers, some of
whom had experienced a cluster of suicides in
the community five years earlier.
Following one of the deaths, school district
leadership, the high school principal, crisis
team and community support services held an
early-morning meeting with about 100 of the
school’s faculty members to communicate the
plan for working with students that day. While
the crisis team had met previously to draw
up the process, the faculty had not, and the
emotions were palpable and raw. As I looked
around the room, I knew that much more than
a script and tactical plan were needed for our
teachers.

l The need for community mental health services.
Students must have access to hospital beds when
the critical need arises and to proper outpatient
services for ongoing care.
l The need to break down health insurance obstacles. These barriers keep students from muchneeded medication, counseling and services by
medical professionals.

As for postvention, we learned:
l The news media is ubiquitous and relentlessness. The competition to break the latest story
can be fierce. We insist the media outlets follow
our guidelines about reporting responsibly.
l The need for broad and deep supports. These
are not just for students and parents, but also for
teachers, counselors and principals.
l The need for parent education. Education to
promote understanding of mental health issues
must be available to all parents in their language.

Knowledge into Action
These are some of the actions the school district
took based on our experiences.
l Immediate intervention. The district took decisive action to hire a mental health specialist for
each high school and to increase funding for
the culturally focused and community-based
organizations, such as Asian Americans for Community Involvement and Adolescent Counseling
Services. We also worked with the city and county
to ensure that students had access to emergency
support and mental health beds.
l Postvention. The school and community
responded with numerous parent and community
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forums, facilitated by mental health experts for
listening and sharing resources for community
health support. We also conducted several student
focus groups and extensively surveyed parents
and students.
We let the students mourn and facilitated
grief support. We supported their desire to hold
memorials, but, walking the fine line between not
glamorizing death by suicide and the need for
students to vocalize their feelings, we insisted the
memorials be held off campus.

schools sponsored a series of awareness events
and students themselves led themed activities
known as “Changing the Narrative” and “Titan
Strong” that gave students a forum in print and
social media for sharing positive stories of hope
and resilience. The students’ self-initiated actions,
including chalk art and youth forums, made a
tangible difference, as did their vigilance in looking out for one another.
Parent education workshops sponsored by our
PTA Council and Asian Parent Association played
a positive role in both understanding the issues
and dialing back the academic pressure of the
performance arms race.
Our community leaders, school board members and city and school staff revitalized Project
Safety Net (www.psnpaloalto.com), an organizational network of city, school and community
leaders and doers dedicated to fostering youth
well-being and suicide prevention.
PSN engaged community leaders in conversations, using the Collective Impact Model that led
to actionable outcomes around data collection
and to discussions with Caltrain, the regional
commuter rail, about ways to restrict access. If we
could delay an impulsive action, we might save
lives. Thanks to the city of Palo Alto, track guards
now physically monitor the five track intersections 24/7. The city and Caltrain also provided
significant funding for effective fencing and vegetation removal (where an individual could hide
before stepping to his or her death) and electronic
trip wires and an intruder detection system to
alert train conductors.

We immediately increased counseling supports
for mental health and wellness promotion and
began messaging to remind parents and students
of the importance of sleep and the dangers of the
performance arms race — the relentless drive
for the highest GPA and most resume-building
activities.
We provided release time for high school
teachers to engage in professional learning about
self-care and wellness promotion and to direct
students in mindfulness activities. The high

Supporting Grief Among Students and Staff
BY DAV I D J. S C H O N F E L D

Profound Impact

from me, to people I hardly knew, and back
to me again, with it staring me in the face the
way they could not.
“However, I had one teacher, my algebra
teacher, make a difference that day. He held
out my mother’s note to me and, as I tugged it
back, he held fast, catching my eye, and said,
‘I am truly sorry.’ With just a solid, unwavering
glance and a sincere apology … someone had
shown that he cared, and that meant all the
difference.
“Things like that — being stopped in the
hallway and reminded you’re in someone’s
thoughts, or a genuine smile, or especially a
sincere condolence — make the distinction
between a teacher and a mentor, an adult and
a friend. Showing or reminding someone that
you care has a profound effect at any time.
… But the same display of care or concern
during grief can mean so much.”

Most school staff should not be expected to
provide bereavement counseling, but rather to
offer support to grieving students. After only
modest training, they can initiate conversations and provide ongoing learning supports.
The following comments by a 15-year-old
Suicide’s Stigma
student illustrate the difference an educator
can make in the life of a grieving student by
School staff members are affected by the
demonstrating concern. The student had lost
death of a member of the school community
a friend to suicide over the summer and she
— often even more so than the students —
returned to school with her
and should be reminded
mother’s note explaining the
about the employee
daughter was “dealing with
assistance program and
the loss of a friend.”
resources within the school
“I had one note and
and community.
seven teachers — seven
When the death involves
blank, uncomfortable stares
suicide, often a great deal
as they read, and seven
of stigma exists, which
pairs of adult eyes ashammakes it more difficult to
engage in open discussion.
edly avoiding my gaze as
Guilt can be particularly
they calmly handed my note
profound.
back to me,” the student
Staff (and students) may
said. “It was hard to let the
search for cues they missed
testimony of my shattered
and wonder if the death
world pass so irreverently
David Schonfeld
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could have been prevented. Many staff will
have had personal experiences with suicide
of family members and friends, considered
or attempted suicide themselves, or struggle
with depression. This makes it particularly
difficult for them to support students after a
death by suicide.

Free Assistance
Education leaders have several available
resources for addressing these issues.
AASA is a founding member of the Coalition to Support Grieving Students, a collaboration of the leading professional education
organizations, including the groups representing counselors, nurses, psychologists
and social workers. The coalition maintains a
practitioner-oriented website, www.grievingstudents.org, with more than 20 video training
modules on topics such as how to talk with
grieving students and responding to a school
crisis event. Handouts and reference materials
offer practical advice.
From the National Center for School Crisis
and Bereavement (www.schoolcrisiscenter.
org or 877-53-NCSCB) educators can access
practical information, such as guidance on
responding to a death of a member of the
school community. Another resource deals
with a death by suicide. The step-by-step
advice includes templated notification letters
and scripts on how to discuss suicide with students of different developmental levels.
Technical assistance and consultation is
available from the center.
DAVID SCHONFELD, a pediatrician, is

director of the National Center for School Crisis
and Bereavement at University of Southern California in Los Angeles. E-mail: schonfel@usc.edu
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ine of 10 students in K-12 education
experience the death of a close family
member or friend at some point — and
one in 20 the death of a parent.
Teachers worry they will say the wrong
thing to a grieving student and make matters
worse, start a conversation they won’t know
how to continue or end, or identify issues they
can’t address themselves and must refer to
others. So they often say and do nothing. But
saying nothing says a lot — it communicates
that adults are unaware, unconcerned or
unwilling or unable to help.

l Prevention. Because suicide is such a complex
problem, we launched systemwide preventive
actions.
Physicians at the Stanford Center for Sleep
Sciences and Medicine were especially helpful,
as were pediatricians from the Palo Alto Medical Foundation, and others from the Health Care
Alliance for Response to Adolescent Depression,
who made compelling public cases about the need
for our high school kids to get more sleep.
Leaders of the school board and district followed through by tackling student sleep deprivation and stress. While Gunn High School officially
started at 8:25 a.m., at the time of the cluster,
more than 300 students were enrolled in “zero
period” — an optional early-morning opportunity
for students to take additional classes or ensure a
break later in their seven-period day. Despite an
outpouring of objections from students and some
parents, we eliminated zero period beginning the
following year.

Mary Gloner directs Project Safety Net, a communitybased effort in Palo Alto to stem student suicides.
We took decisive action to better communicate
homework guidelines and passed policy language
to cap it at 15 hours per week. The school developed a time management form that parents and
students had to sign acknowledging that taking
three or more AP classes could be a significant
health hazard and committing to ensuring students
got the necessary sleep or dropped an AP class.
Arguably, the boldest prevention initiative was
the move from a traditional seven-period day
to a block schedule. That February, we tasked
school leadership to design and institute a block
schedule within three months for implementation
the following year. This arduous task was made
possible by Denise Herrmann, Gunn’s courageous
principal; Ken Yale, a skilled facilitator; and a
thoughtful, dedicated committee of students,
parents, faculty and staff who sacrificed countless
hours of work, study and family time.
Now, one year later, it has proven an extraordinary success. Longer class periods give teachers
more time for meaningful interaction with students and longer classes enable students to have
extended breaks during the day to catch up with
friends and get some work done. Having fewer
classes means less homework each night; longer
passing periods give students more time to engage
with teachers and to transition between classes;
and adding a tutorial period assures more help for
students in need. Students report they have less
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stress and less homework,
and get more sleep.
We were able to make a positive difference in our schools
and beyond.
l We took quick, decisive
action. Convening the crisis

team over the weekend with
daily followups, arranging
for additional counseling and
coverage, and being up front
with parents and students
were essential actions.
Palo Alto Superintendent Max
The school system’s leadMcGee reviews the district’s suicide
ers displayed remarkable
prevention toolkit.
fortitude despite their deep
pain. The support of our
partners, especially local pediatricians and mental health clinicians, mattered a great deal. Their
l We destigmatized counseling. Along with Project Safety Net, our students and parents took
professional expertise and physical presence at
the lead in making it acceptable for students and
meetings and on campus conveyed the urgency
families to seek personal counseling support.
for action.

l We spotlighted the “hot spot.” Lauren Barley,
parent of a Palo Alto High School student and an
organizational researcher, conducted an extensive

Remaining Improvements
We continue to learn from the tragedies as well as
our own missteps, and openly identify those areas
where we can and must do better.
l Supporting faculty. What I most regret is not
recognizing the immediate need to support faculty
members, counselors and administrators who were
grieving so deeply (see related story, page “Managing My Own Emotions” on page 22).
It had not occurred to me to acknowledge or
address their pain and to be more attentive to
their needs. The faculty carried on heroically, but
many were reeling, and we should have given
their mental wellness our fullest attention.
l Supporting families. Our administrators and
teachers were not prepared or trained to handle
the raw emotions. When a hysterical parent breaks
into a meeting screaming that school should be
cancelled, when a child breaks down in our office,
when a parent blames herself or a teacher feels

PHOTO BY MONICA SANCHEZ LOPEZ

Our Successes

l We adjusted policies. The board’s quick move on
the policy front, while controversial, demonstrated
tangible commitment to the students. Clearly

study on the effectiveness of restricting accessible
means of suicide. She further developed a compelling presentation for Caltrain, which with our
messaging and unwavering support of city leadership, made the case for reducing accessibility to
the train tracks a priority prevention measure.

communicating the homework
policy and recommending the
homework cap, removing the zero
period, mandating a new schedule
and requiring time management
forms from parents and students
when scheduling classes were not
always well-received, but they had
a positive impact.
Students and staff followed
suit with Changing the Narrative, mental health awareness
and stigma-reduction clubs and
extended vigilance. Parents convened PTA parent education
sessions, connected with the city
and Caltrain on monitoring and
restricting access to the railroad
tracks, and cultivated supports
for parents.

Dialing Down Pressure in College Admissions

Quality Engagement
About five months ago, Making Caring
Common, a project that I co-direct at
the Harvard Graduate School of Education, released a report, “Turning the Tide”
(http://mcc.gse.harvard.edu/files/gse-mcc/
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files/20160120_mcc_ttt_report_interactive.
pdf), in collaboration with the Education
Conservancy, that seeks to reshape the
college admission process. The report has
now been endorsed by almost 150 key
stakeholders in college admissions, including
the admissions deans of all the Ivy League
colleges.
In addition to promoting meaningful ethical engagement and increasing equity and
access for economically diverse students, the
report seeks to reduce excessive achievement
pressure. For the first time in history, a broad
range of colleges has banded together to send
a powerful, collective message that what’s
important in college admissions is not high
numbers of impressive accomplishments or
long “brag sheets,” but meaningful ethical and
academic engagement.
What, specifically, does the report recommend in terms of dialing down achievement
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pressure? And how might high schools play
their part in de-escalating the infamous “arms
race” while promoting meaningful, spirited
learning?
Perhaps most important, the report emphasizes that the quality of a student’s engagement is far more important than the quantity
of her or his achievements. Far too many students think that piling on extracurricular activities and Advanced Placement courses is a big
plus in their applications. The report indicates
that 2-3 activities are plenty and urges students to avoid overloading on APs.
The report encourages school staff, parents
and students to focus on a wide range of colleges that might be a good fit for a student,
rather than trying to shoehorn students into a
handful of highly selective schools. Parents are
urged to use the college admissions process
as a wonderful opportunity to get to know their
kids, to help them uncover what interests and
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ow can we reshape a college admissions process that dangerously elevates
achievement pressure in many school
communities, inflating students’ anxieties
while stifling their intellectual interests and
exploration?
Rates of depression, delinquency, substance
abuse and anxiety appear to be as high in
affluent communities as they are in low-income
communities, according to psychologist Suniya
Luthar, who has conducted studies of adolescents in affluent communities. While these
problems have many sources, achievement
pressure appears to be a prime culprit.

The staff in the Palo Alto, Calif., district developed the Palo Alto Comprehensive
Suicide Prevention Toolkit for Schools, a free resource available to other school
systems.
The toolkit, produced in conjunction with local and national experts, describes
in step-by-step detail what needs to be done in both the immediate and longterm aftermath of a suicide. It contains sample forms, communication templates
and sequential timelines detailing who should do what and when. The toolkit
also has numerous suicide prevention resources.
Download this resource at www.pausd.org/sites/default/files/pdf-faqs/
attachments/ComprehensiveSuicidePreventionToolkitforSchools.pdf.
Other resources include:
k American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, www.afsp.org
k National Suicide Prevention Lifeline, 800-273-TALK
k Reachout.com, online services for youth who need support
k Suicide Prevention Resource Center, www.sprc.org
k Trevor Project Lifeline, specializing in crisis help for GLBTQ youth, 866-488-7386

intense guilt, we do not have the capacity as school
leaders to provide immediate support.
Understanding the turmoil that churned
within some individuals was so far beyond my
experience that I could only listen and offer a few
comforting words. In the future, we must incorporate professional training to build our skills to
support others.

equity for nonaffluent students
and recognize students for
meaningful academic and/
Healthy Norms
or community engagement
instead of high numbers of
Some high schools in affluent
achievements.
communities are taking imporThrough a compact, schools
tant steps aligned with these
and parents could agree to
goals by limiting students to
expose students to nonelite
four or five AP courses during
colleges and to intervene immehigh school or even eliminating APs altogether. Several
diately if kids show signs of
high schools hope to develop
achievement-related stress and
Rick Weissbourd
a “healthy school” compact
depression. Parents could com— a set of specific norms and commitments
mit to not hiring SAT tutors before 10th grade
signed by parents and/or principals that are
and to encouraging their kids to engage in just
designed to reduce excessive achievement
a few extracurricular activities that are meaningpressure.
ful to them. Instead of treating their children’s
In these compacts, schools could commit,
peers as competitors in the college race, parfor example, to eliminating practices that not
ents could commit to helping their children’s
so subtly inflate the importance of elite colpeers find the right college, including sharing
college information with these peers and taking
leges, such as publicizing average SAT scores
them along with their own kids on college visits.
or the percent of students accepted to highly
The very public nature of the compact would
ranked colleges. Schools could do away with
assure at least some accountability. When
school test prep except when it increases
inspires them and to express
their interests authentically.

BY RICHARD WEISSBOURD

The District’s Toolkit for Others

applying to highly selective colleges, students
and their counselors could indicate that their
schools and/or parents had signed the compact, so no student could reasonably be penalized relative to children in other communities
for taking only a few AP courses or extracurricular activities. Because these colleges know,
for example, that some high schools ban AP
courses, the admissions deans we’ve spoken
with say that students from these schools aren’t
disadvantaged in the application process.
These actions, of course, are neither simple
nor a panacea. But the fact is that the admissions process is distorting many students’ values, badly compromising their capacity to learn
and imperiling their health. We all need to think
bravely, creatively and collectively about how
we can enable students to lead saner, more
balanced, more purposeful lives.
RICHARD WEISSBOURD is senior lecturer
on education at the Harvard Graduate School of
Education in Cambridge, Mass. E-mail: richard_
weissbourd@gse.harvard.edu
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Managing the Media
After a Suicide
The news media are well aware that suicide sells, so managing the print,
broadcast and social media in the aftermath of a death by suicide is a
daunting challenge. Adding to the challenge are the school community
members who are eager to share their opinions through all means possible.
To deal with the crush of local, national and international attention, we
shared well-established media guidelines with reporters and editors. The primary prescriptions were:
k Avoid sensationalistic headlines or prominent placement;
k Avoid photos/videos of the location or method of suicide and stick to school
or family photos;
k Do not use terms such as “committed suicide” or “successful” suicide
attempt. Use “died by suicide;”
k Do not report on suicide notes or victims’ social media posts; and
k Mention resources in every story, such as the national suicide prevention
lifeline and local resources.
A comprehensive resource, developed by a collaboration with several
international suicide prevention and public health organizations, schools of
journalism and media organizations (and available at ReportingonSuicide.
org), offers recommendations for reporting suicides.

Our Missteps
While the local print and online media generally used proper terminology,
refrained from making the student’s death heroic and did not conduct interviews on school grounds, the broadcast and national media were far less
cooperative. We saw magazine covers depicting depressed students and
featuring gouging headers, such as “Why are Palo Alto kids killing themselves?” full-page photos of the train tracks and glaring, sensationalized
lead-ins on television.
In retrospect, we committed several missteps with the media by being too
accommodating in granting interviews and hoping their work would show
the healing more than the hurt. Although we emphasized hope, recovery and
active mental health and wellness supports, the national and international
media preferred the blame game. Even the publisher of our local newspaper
continued to print op-ed pieces that fed the paper’s practice of publishing
anonymous comments at the end of articles and columns, many of which
were vitriolic in blaming the schools. To this day, the national news coverage
and anonymous blogging cast a tangible pall of negativity.
As for the school community, a few individuals did not follow our
requested protocol of having the board president and superintendent act
as spokespersons and granted radio and print interviews. Moreover, as
expected, many social media posts reflected ignorance of media guidelines.
One bright spot, however, was that many students’ posts were positive,
healing and hopeful. Our students were the most exemplary ambassadors for
support and well-being.
We have since reviewed and reinforced our protocols and directed all
requests for access and information through our communications coordinator, a direct-line report to the superintendent. While all media cannot be managed, clear protocols and advance planning can lead to media coverage that
identifies helpful resources that might prevent further suicides rather than
unwittingly fostering suicidal ideation.
— MAX MCGEE

l Managing the national media. While we
expected and received an onslaught of coverage, we underestimated the global focus on Palo
Alto. In retrospect, we should have been more
vocal and direct in not affording them unfettered
access to our plight. While we worked hard to
communicate the positive steps we had taken for
both prevention and intervention, the national
media largely focused on the tragedy, which in
turn depressed morale for both school-based and
broader communities.

Hope for the Future
Our district’s goals around differentiated instruction, consistency in grading and homework, and
innovative academic program development were
relegated to the back burner as mental health and
wellness and social-emotional learning assumed
paramount importance. Today, our district goals
reflect a more intentional balance: high-quality
teaching and learning, equity and access, and student wellness.
The problem of suicide thus far has proven too
complex to be solved. The many changes we’ve
implemented have made a positive difference,
but no way exists to measure the return on the
substantial investment by the district, city and
community.
Is it a good sign that more families are seeking
counseling? Do more students seeking counseling signal even more stress on their lives or is it
a positive outcome of destigmatizing counseling
and funding more mental health clinicians?
Which is the more positive metric: increased
or decreased numbers of hospitalized students?
Are fewer kids hospitalized because they are
seeking and finding effective supports sooner
or have they found better ways to mask their
symptoms?
Does preventing students from taking too
many AP courses reduce academic pressure or
deprive them of classes they want to take because
they like the academic challenge?
The metric that matters most is that we don’t
lose another young person to suicide. It is public
enemy No. 1 in Palo Alto, and it eludes capture. However, we hope by continuing to work
together, truly together, to recognize and combat
mental illness, to curb impulsive responses to suicidal ideation, to restrict the access to means and
to instill hope, belonging, purpose, joy and meaningful connections with a caring adult in every
school, we can keep this menace at bay. n
MAX MCGEE is superintendent of Palo Alto Unified School

District in Palo Alto, Calif. E-mail: mmcgee@pausd.org
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