
Joe Vulopas 
Executive Director, Aevidum 
English teacher, Cocalico High School 

My name i s  Joe Vulopas, and I teach English at Cocalico High School in Lancaster. A member of 
the Pennsylvania Youth Suicide Prevention Initiative, I also am the executive director of 
Aevidum, a student empowerment organization that started in my school. 

I am here today because nine years a student walked out of my classroom and, just a few hours 
later, died by suicide. In fact, I even talked to that young man as he was standing at my door 
waiting for the dismissal bell. 

"What are you going to do this weekend, Phil?" I asked him 

He looked me straight in the eyes. "I don't know, Mr. Vulopas," he said. Typical teen response. 
The bell sounded and Phil walked out of my classroom and out of the school. 

The truth is Phil knew exactly what he was going to do. The young man simply had to finish his 
final class and wait for his final bell. I was the last teacher ever to talk to him. 

Though Phil's death was tragic, what followed was something extraordinary, as Phil's 
classmates rallied together and formed an organization to help raise awareness about 
depression and suicide. It i s  called Aevidum, a made up word that means "I've got your back!" 
Now an empowerment organization, Aevidum has been recognized across the nation ... all 
fueled by the energies of youth. 

But there i s  a problem. Why i s  it that we need youth to drive such an initiative? Where are the 
adults? Where are the lawmakers? Where are the educators? Shouldn't WE be leading this 
charge? 

In Pennsylvania, suicide is the second leading cause of death among young people, ages 5 to 18. 
And in most cases, it can be prevented. With children spending the majority of their daytime 
hours in schools, particularly in classrooms, educators are in an optimal position to be the "first- 
responders" of mental health concerns among children. Surprisingly then, teachers (even pre- 
service teachers) receive little, if any, training regarding their role in knowing how to identify 
mental health issues facing students today, such as depression and anxiety. Further, research 
shows that a lack of knowledge about mental illness can lead to fear, avoidance, and 
discrimination of individuals suffering from these conditions. Therefore, misconceptions among 
educators could have disastrous consequences for students living with a mental illness. 
Teachers don't need to be the experts ... but we need base knowledge. And that knowledge can 
save a life. 

Last year, Aevidum was invited to speak to a number of US Senators at the Capital. Phil's father 
asked me to drive with him ... It was the first time I had spent time alone with him ... and as we 
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were driving, he had this coffee cup with Phil's picture ... "You know," he said. "I can't talk about 
my son publicly .... and that is why you must for us and for all those families ... and I want you to 
tell every group just how special Phil was ... Use his name. Let them know that we are talking 
about real people ... about beautiful children whose lives ended far, far too soon." 

I'm an English teacher, and, yes, it is my job to teach my students English. But the truth is  I'm 
not teaching that child anything if that child isn't healthy. So in the spirit of Aevidum, I ask that 
you have our students' backs by surrounding them with first responders ... and I ask that you 
have the backs of our educators and help them to receive the training they deserve. 
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