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Schools hit by disasters face mental health challenges

After It All  
FALLS APART
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OOver the past several months, J.R. “Rusty” Norman has be-
come used to crowds and a large media presence at school 
board meetings. But with classes back in session and a rou-
tine business agenda on tap, he thought the board might 
catch a break at its second meeting of the new school year.

“I should have known better,” says Norman, a retired 
grandfather who chairs the school board in Santa Fe, Texas. 
“Everything’s diff erent now.”

Just how diff erent things are was on full display on this 
mid-September evening, four months after a 17-year-old 
gunman killed 10 people and wounded 13 at Santa Fe High 
School. The boardroom was packed with parents, most of 
them family members and close friends of the dead and in-
jured. Cameras from TV stations in Houston captured the 
pain, emotions, and fi nger-pointing as audience members 
paid tribute to the victims and chastised the district for its 
handling of a recent text message threat at the high school.

“Trust fell apart the minute that happened on May 18,” 
Superintendent Leigh Wall says of the shooting. “We’ve 
been responding and starting to rebuild, but now we are 
seeing some of the long-term issues we are having to face, 
and many of them have to do with trust. In some ways, 
we’re all still trying to make some sense of it.”

Helping students and staff  deal with trauma and grief, 
whether it is caused by a single event or a series of less 
dramatic incidents that build up over time, is critical for 
school districts because of the potential long-term impact 
on teaching and learning. Studies have shown that children 
and adults exposed to repetitive trauma are at risk for a 
variety of physical and mental health issues, including anxi-
ety, depression, high blood pressure, and a propensity for 
substance abuse. 

And this process is doubly complicated in Santa Fe, 
which also saw 1,000 families aff ected by Hurricane Harvey 
in August 2017. No district can be fully prepared for a large-
scale traumatic event, let alone two in a single school year.

“This is going to be a long-term issue in this community, 
because you have both trauma and loss,” says Julie Kaplow, 
director of the Texas Children’s Hospital Trauma and Grief 
(TAG) Center. “With Harvey, there are all kinds of trauma 
reminders. With the shooting, there are not just trauma 
reminders but also loss reminders. And the grief is what 
lingers for years and years and years.”

LIFE SAFETY WORRIES
Understanding the eff ects of trauma and grief on students 

and staff  has drawn increased attention from researchers 
over the past two decades. But, in schools, moving from 
attention to action has been a tougher slog, partly because 
of a widespread reluctance to address mental health 
issues and partly due to the day-to-day nature of running 
complex operations that off er few opportunities for long-
term planning.

“Schools are such profoundly stressed systems that 
most do not have the time to do the groundwork among all 
the demands that they are dealing with,” says Christopher 
Blodgett, director of the Child and Family Research Unit 
at Washington State University. “It’s very tough to moti-
vate yourself to take on the additional hours and hours of 
outreach and relationship building against the possibility of 
a tragedy coming.”

Sudden tragedy brings the realization that no one is 
immune, and often leaves the community feeling un-
moored and disconnected, says David Schonfeld, director 
of the National Center for Crisis and Bereavement, based 
at the University of Southern California. Those tasked with 
rebuilding become fair game.

“When a crisis occurs, the individuals involved in that 
feel out of control and powerless because they are unable 
to change what happened, so they try to exert a lot more 
control afterward,” Schoenfeld says. “People become very 
passionate about their beliefs and what is important, and 
the views are often divergent. The one thing you can pre-
dict is that everyone will have strong opinions, and none 
will be the same.”

The reason, he believes, is “if you don’t think someone 
has made a mistake or was incompetent, that means it 
could happen again. That’s not acceptable to people. They 
believe someone had to make the very big mistake, not the 
shooter or Mother Nature, but someone in authority.”

The afternoon after the board meeting, a group of Santa 
Fe offi  cials led by Wall and Norman gathered in a confer-
ence room. They already had met with area press that day 
to discuss what had occurred the previous evening and 
were preparing for staff  training the next day with adminis-
trators. Everyone looked exhausted.

“What happened at that meeting is an example of trau-
ma and grief, or one of the stages of grief, in which anger 
comes out because people are trying to fi nd some rational 
explanation for something that’s irrational,” Wall told them. 
“We had two life safety worries in a school year, and that 
can’t help but impact the community signifi cantly.”

DEREK R. AUDETTE/STOCK.ADOBE.COM



18   asbj  • DECEMBER  2018

storyboard    After It All Falls Apart

MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT
Like many rural communities, Santa Fe prides itself on its 
small-town feel and independence. Most residents go out of 
town to work, either in the nearby petrochemical plants or at 
one of the two major hospitals that serve the region. Most ex-
tracurricular activities revolve around schools and churches. 

Hunting is popular in the spring and fall. Even though 
some Santa Fe students participated in walkouts following 
the Parkland shootings earlier this year, conversations 
about gun control are non-starters for most residents here.

“We were not and are not involved in a major political 
battle,” Norman says. “We are not fighting that right now.”

The fights, he concedes, are on other fronts. Since May, 
the district has spent more than $1 million to “harden” its 
schools, adding a threat assessment team and five more full-
time police officers. All students and staff must wear identifi-
cation badges while on campus. Classrooms now have panic 
buttons, and school entrances have metal detectors.

“We’ve done as much as we can in hardening the 
schools, but that’s only a deterrent. It’s not a fix to the prob-
lem. It’s the longer-term things, especially around mental 
health and counseling, that we don’t have all the answers to 
yet,” Norman says. “We don’t know the time frame for that, 

or how far this actually reaches. We just don’t know.”
Thanks to a state grant, the district has added three 

licensed professional mental health counselors and a 
family and marriage counselor at the high school to help 
students and employees work through post-traumatic 
stress issues. These are in addition to the school counsel-
ors already on staff.

“School counselors are trained to be school counselors; 
they are not trained to be licensed professional counselors,” 
says Assistant Superintendent Jackie Shuman, who super-
vises the district’s student services staff. “We still have three 
grade levels of students at the school who were present and 
experienced what happened on that day. We need intensive 
mental health support for at least three years, if not longer.”

‘NO ONE IS LEFT OUT OR LEFT ALONE’
Carol Gaylord knows more than she cares to about trauma 
and grief. Her father was murdered on Memorial Day 
weekend in 1983 in Santa Fe, an event that she describes 
as “the start of a journey to where I am today.” She has an 
adult son with autism and is close friends with the family 
of one of the shooting victims.

A 35-year Santa Fe resident and chair of the youth min-
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istry team at Aldersgate United Methodist Church, Gaylord 
retired as CEO of the Coastal Community Credit Union on 
May 11. Seven days later, she was at the Galveston County 
Courthouse seeking adult guardianship of her son when 
she heard about the shooting.

“We started tracking down our youth to make sure 
everyone was safe, and the only one we had not heard from 
was Jared,” Gaylord says, referring to student Jared Black. 
“His mother Pam called because he didn’t get off the bus at 
the reunification center, and she was at the school waiting 
to hear word. I went over there until that evening when 
she heard that he had not survived.

“It was probably the hardest day of my life. I can’t even 
imagine what she went through,” Gaylord says. 

The next day, a family assistance center was set up at 
Aldersgate to house emergency management personnel, 
the FBI, the American Red Cross, and counselors from the 
Gulf Coast Center, the mental health agency that serves 
Galveston and Brazoria counties. The goal, Gaylord says, 
was to set up a “one-stop place” to help victim’s families 
“walk through, step by step, what they needed to do.”

By the end of May, the temporary site became what is 
now known as the Santa Fe Resiliency Center. Funded by a 
state grant and now a city department, it hired Gaylord as 
its director in July. 

Mental health counselors from the Gulf Coast Center are 
on site seven days a week, available from 10 a.m. to 7 p.m. to 
talk with those affected by the shootings and the hurricane. 
Volunteers help sort the myriad donations that have come in 
from across the country, and the center also is hosting social 
activities and training on dealing with trauma and grief.

The Resiliency Center will remain at Aldersgate for a 
year, but Gaylord hopes to move to a permanent building in 
nearby Runge Park. City leaders have talked about turning 
it into a community youth center, which she says is “the 
dream,” but for now she is pleased to be “doing something 
to help those who need it the most.”

“At one of our training sessions, Julie Kaplow [of the 
TAG center] mentioned that when something like this 
happens, 78 percent of people remain resilient, which 
means it’s the 22 percent that we need to focus on,” she 
says. “That figure has just stuck in my head. A lot of times 
you don’t want to face the fear, so you avoid it. What we 
need to teach our teachers, counselors, and parents is how 
to detect the 22 percent to make sure that no one is left out 
or left alone.” Scenes from the Santa Fe Resiliency Center.
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Kaplow, in a later interview, notes the number was tak-
en from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Admin-
istration website and does not necessarily apply to Santa 
Fe. She says everyone responds differently and in varying 
degrees to trauma and grief.

“With grief, there is this mistaken notion that one year 
out you should be over it, and that may go for trauma as 
well,” she says. “I’ve certainly heard repeatedly that there is 
an assumption you should be over it, but what people don’t 
fully understand is that grief comes in waves. It doesn’t go 
away; it just changes.”

RESTORE CONNECTEDNESS 
Several miles from Santa Fe, in the former Mall of the 
Mainland, is the Gulf Coast Center, one of 39 such facil-
ities across Texas. The center contracts with the state to 
provide mental health counseling and substance abuse 
services as well as assistance to residents with disabilities, 
individuals with HIV, and military veterans.

Melissa Tucker, the center’s CEO, met Shuman at the 
reunification center on May 18. Since then, Tucker and 
her counseling staff have worked closely with teachers, stu-
dents, and parents to help them understand the differences 
between post-traumatic stress and grief and “what’s needed 
under each of those circumstances.”

“At every point, we’ve been working to help them 
process what happened and help them to regain a sense 
of security and safety,” Tucker says, noting that additional 
counselors will be on call as the holidays and first anniver-
sary of the shooting approach. “People are processing what 
happened and how it affects them at different points, and 
we are working to help them restore some sense of con-
nectedness to their community and to their school.”

Shuman says the relationship the district has developed 
with Tucker and other community partners such as Texas 
Children’s Hospital and the Office of Emergency Manage-
ment has convinced her that schools do not pay enough at-
tention to mental health in developing crisis response plans.

“It is overlooked in schools’ crisis response plans 
because typically we’re looking at the police response, the 
emergency response, the public information piece of it,” 
she says. “Those are all very important, but we have to be 
looking forward too, and what we’ve been able to bring 
to life through this partnership is more attention to the 
importance of mental health support.” 

That support is necessary for staff as well, especially 

during the first year. Patti Hanssard, Santa Fe’s assistant 
superintendent for human resources, says the district did 
not see higher than average resignations between May and 
the start of the school year, but notes some staff members 
are “still struggling.”

Micere Keels, an associate professor at the University of 
Chicago who has developed a trauma-informed curriculum 
for urban teachers, says staff are often so concerned about 
their students that they suppress their own needs, which, if 
not addressed, can lead to large staff turnover in trauma-af-
fected schools. 

“We recognize the need for counseling for students, but 
one thing we often forget to attend to is that staff have that 
same level of need for them to cope and manage with it,” Keels 
says. “In the rush to provide support to students, which is real-
ly critical, it’s important to remember how staff are affected. If 
the staff isn’t functioning well, the school can’t function.”

NEW LESSONS
More than a year after Hurricane Harvey and several months 
after the shooting, the phrase “Santa Fe Strong” remains 
omnipresent in the schools and throughout the community. 
But at times, the words seem as aspirational as they do real.

“You can do all of the drills, have all the practice. Your 
policies and procedures can be in good order,” Shuman 
says. “But you are never truly prepared for the aftermath of 
this type of event. Since that day, we’ve all been focused on 
the recovery aspect. That is our number one responsibility, 
providing help to those who need it on an ongoing basis, so 
we can move forward.” 

This fall, Texas Children’s Hospital is working on a large-
scale needs assessment across the district to identify the 
students who are struggling the most. School and Resiliency 
Center staff will continue to receive training on trauma- and 
grief-informed interventions. And Wall notes the district is 
learning new lessons “every step along the way.” 

“The action plans we have put in place are based on 
previous lessons learned from Columbine, from Sandy Hook, 
from Parkland, and those have provided us with a framework,” 
Wall says. “We are always looking for ways to improve, and 
everyone here is continuing to do the best we can. 

“Sadly, this is not unique; it’s just very different.”

Glenn Cook (glenncook117@gmail.com), a contributing editor 
to American School Board Journal, is a freelance writer and 
photographer in Northern Virginia. 
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