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Good evening, Dr. McGee, Board Members, and members of the public. My name is 
Shashank Joshi. I am a parent of 3 students in the District, a child & adolescent 
psychiatrist at LPCH / Stanford, and perhaps most relevant for the next 5 months—a 
baseball Manager in Palo Alto Little League. I am here on behalf of the HEARD Alliance 
(Health Care Alliance in Response to Adolescent Depression and related conditions), 
which is a collaborative of primary care, mental health, and school professionals that 
formed in the wake of the 2009 suicides in our community. We are expressing our 
support for the initiatives that the PAUSD Board and Dr. McGee outlined, which aim to 
take a comprehensive look at the factors that affect our students’ social and emotional 
well-being. Because, although we must be aware of the statistics that link completed 
suicide, across the lifespan, with mental health issues or a mental illness in 80-90% of 
victims, this is not the whole story by any means.  
 
We know that solely focusing on messages such as "depression is a treatable medical 
condition" and "suicide is preventable”, is not enough. (Not all depression responds to 
initial or even secondary treatment, and not every suicide will be prevented). As is true 
for other teen suicides and suicide clusters in California and the rest of the 
country, environmental factors must be examined closely, and are often highly influential 
in any student’s well-being. Peer, social, family, school, and other influences such as 
living in a high-achieving culture where a teen's self-worth is perceived to be measured 
solely in terms of grades, sports / music performance or elite college acceptance, can 
increase the risk of severe psychological distress on individuals, depending on the 
situation. (These environmental influences can also be quite protective if they are of a 
positive or supportive nature). This is why we are encouraged by the recent 
communication from Dr. McGee and PAUSD school board members about their plans to 
take a careful look at the site-based and district-wide social and environmental factors 
that can promote resilience and create a better environment for learning and thriving (or 
contribute to severe distress if not addressed systematically). When severe psychological 
distress interacts with major risk factors such as depression, severe anxiety, or other 
mental health conditions, vulnerable students may view suicide as a viable way out of 
their psychological pain. This is why many of the evidence-based universal interventions 
in suicide prevention focus on developing peer leadership and peer support networks, and 
enhancing important student-adult relationships on campus and in the community.  
 

I hope this helps to clarify some issues that have been in discussion recently, to 
underscore that mental health and student wellness is a complex issue that involves both 
nature and nurture, and to applaud your efforts to address the needs of the whole child in 
the context of their social and emotional learning environment. 
 

 

 




