
Connecting and Caring
We can do better for our youth



Purpose of Tonight’s Meeting

Successful 
and 

Resilient 
Kids

Improve the connectness of Palo 

Alto youth by determining how 

to put a comprehensive social 

and emotional health strategy in 

our schools 



The Good News - We have a lot to be 
grateful for

• Super kids
• Excellent academic

preparation
• Great teachers
• Caring Board 
members

and administrators  
• Significant 
community 

interest and effort 
e.g.

Project Safety Net 



But… we can do better



Who are we?

All Saint’s Episcopal Church
Congregation Beth Am
First Presbyterian Church of Palo Alto
Iglesia Fuente de Vida
St. Bede’s Episcopal Church
St. Thomas Aquinas Catholic Church
Unitarian Universalist Church of Palo Alto
Our Lady of the Rosary
St. Albert the Great
St. Francis of Assisi 

Parents, students, teachers, health care 
professionals, and community members of all 
persuasions with one thing in common:

We care about our kids and want to do better



We’ve done some homework…

We’ve talked with…

School Board members
Superintendant Skelly
District Administrators & Staff
Teachers, Students and 
Parents
SHARE Committee members
Project Safety Net members
Youth Community Service
PAMC Health Education
Adolescent Counseling 
Services
And more…



We’ve done some homework…

We’ve  reviewed…
Palo Alto District Strategic Plan
California Healthy Kid Surveys
Youth Forum Findings
Project Cornerstone  
Challenge Success organization
Gates Foundation funded study 
on

“America’s Most Successful High Schools”

CDC Study on “School Connectedness”

Johns Hopkins study on “Best 
Practices

in Connectedness”

USAF program on suicide 
prevention
Kids Health Poll – “How Kids Handle 



The Center for Disease Control 2009
School Connectness: A synthesis of 72 different 
studies

“Research has demonstrated a 
strong relationship between school 
connectness and educational 
outcomes including … higher grades 
and classroom test scores, better 
attendance and staying in school.”

“School connectness was found to be 
the strongest protective factor 
against …substance abuse, 
absenteeism, drinking and driving, 
and … other risky behaviors .”

“School connectness was second in 
importance (after family 
connectness) as a protective factor 
against emotional distress…and 
suicidal ideation and attempts .”



Johns Hopkins Urban Health 
Institute
Best Practices for Effective Schools

“Research has demonstrated that 
students who feel connected to school 
have both positive academic and 
behavioral outcomes. Connected 
students … have higher academic 
achievement and competency to 
overcome challenges.”

Students feel connected when they 
experience:

• Interpersonal connection with school 
staff and peers

• Engaging environment that is 
physically and emotionally safe

• Academic engagement – support to 
reach their personal best with flexible
and relevant instruction



America ’s Most Successful High 
Schools
Case Studies and Resources on Best Practices

2004 Successful Practices Network of 
International Center for Leadership in Education
Funded by Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

Focus is on rigor, relevance and relationships;
The characteristics in common:

• Small learning communities, focused instruction
• Unrelenting commitment to excellence
• Data-driven daily instructional decisions for 

individual students
• Extraordinary commitment to 9th graders
• Rigorous and relevant 12th grade year
• High quality curriculum focused on rigor, 

relevance, relationships and reflection
• Solid, dedicated leadership
• Relationships driven by guiding principles
• Sustained professional development



Project Cornerstone
Developmental Assets Survey 

Focus is on building a web of 
support for youth  - including  
families, schools, community centers, 
businesses and faith communities

41 Developmental Assets * are the  
essential building blocks of healthy 
child /youth development.    

Santa Clara County : 150 school 
involved, using a variety of services

Key tool : Assets survey is available. 
Santa Clara County has received a 
grant to survey 40,000 students in the 
Fall of 2010.  Palo Alto has not taken 
part in these surveys to date

* Based on research by The Search Institute, a non-profit  dedicated to promoting healthy children, youth, and communities.



Caring adults, caring school climate:  High on the list 

Project Cornerstone
Developmental Assets Survey 



30% of freshmen
lack 

“connections.”

9% of seniors
lack 

“connections.”

Project Cornerstone
Gunn ‘Dot’ Exercise on Student Connectedness  -
March 2010 



Social-emotional 
health mentioned  
on page 6

Palo Alto School District – Strategic 
Plan



Social-emotional 
health 
is mentioned on page 
10

Palo Alto School District – Strategic 
Plan



Social-emotional 
health 
is mentioned on page 
11

Palo Alto School District – Strategic 
Plan



School District Priorities Update 
letter



We’ve discovered…

Substantial evidence that investing in 
‘connectedness’, contributes not just to the 
overall well-being of students, but also to their 
academic performance
Good things are happening.   
Many tactical initiatives have been implemented.
But now is the time to pull together a more 
comprehensive strategy that promotes positive 
social/emotional health.  It should be evidence-
based, built on current successful practices and 
be complemented by the broader Project Safety 
Net work  



Together… we can do better


