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On September 27th, 2017, the world seemed to come to a standstill at Phillips Academy. 
In a silence left incomplete by the tears of faculty and students alike, our community 
mourned the unexpected loss of a student. Just a few weeks before, the class of 2018 had 
stood in a circle to receive our senior t-shirts. The faculty member overseeing us added 
blithely, “Let’s make sure you’re all here for graduation, ’18.” We chuckled, imagining 
the number of ways in which we could find trouble in the coming year. None of us even 
considered for a second that any of us would pass away. Us teenagers are supposed to be 
immortal, aren’t we? It is the years of our life where we can handle anything that comes 
our way, and pursue anything we want to be. 
  
In the midst of the turmoil, I don’t believe many of us were capable of thinking very far 
into the future. We had no idea how the faculty would handle the days to come, or how 
our conversations about our grief would proceed. All we knew was that, in some way, our 
community would be radically different from the one we woke up to that morning of the 
27th. As the day progressed, things became clearer. Classes were made optional for the 
day, and counseling services were available for the entire day. Some were grateful for the 
structure that classes provided, while others felt it was extremely disrespectful to act as if 
nothing had happened. A moment of silence was held that night for the student, and, even 
then, whisperings of discontent existed. Some students felt that we should have been 
celebrating his life, especially when so many outside of the senior class were unfamiliar 
with him. Creating an environment that perfectly helped along the grief of everyone in 
the community would have been a herculean feat. 
  
The very nature of a boarding school is dependent upon discourse and differences in 
opinion. This principle expresses itself in the smallest and largest of ways, from 
squabbles over our meals to individual reactions in times of crisis. No matter the topic, 
there is always a discussion to be had, and it was no different when it came to this. The 
administration worked tirelessly to create a plan that would satisfy the grieving process of 
as many students as possible, knowing that there would still be those who disapproved. 
Some may find this dissent ungrateful, particularly those outside of the community. They 
might wonder how so many of us could be upset with the efforts of adults on campus 
when many schools across the country make no effort at all in these situations. To those 
people, I ask them to change their viewpoint. Students here almost unanimously 
recognize the incredible work and effort that teachers are putting in to make us feel safe 
and cared for in such a sad time. That, at least, is undisputed. However, students are still 
allowed to disagree with the methods that the faculty use. Without our input and 
productive discourse, the administration would be lost in deciphering our complex needs 
in a complicated situation. If students simply smiled and nodded, keeping their true 



opinions to themselves and their peers, there would be no way for the school to properly 
respond in a way that could best accommodate us. When we think of discourse, we often 
imagine discourse between students. Some of the most important conversations, though, 
happen between the student body and the administration. 
  
To those of you who have not spoken with your teachers on matters unrelated to classes, I 
encourage you to do so. Regardless of the climate or situation in which your school 
currently finds itself, I can almost guarantee that all of you have something insightful and 
constructive to offer to the people who run your community. It is easy to assume that the 
faculty has a built-in barometer to measure the needs of the student body, but often that is 
incorrect. How can teachers help make our communities more productive and welcoming 
places when they aren’t aware of their problems in the first place? As students, it is our 
duty to voice our disagreements to those above us when we notice inconsistencies or 
mistakes. It is our social responsibility to teach as well as to learn. If we can remember 
this basic idea, we can make our schools better places to exist. 
 

*** 
 

This week has not been easy for anyone in the Andover community. We lost a beloved member of our 
community, Dan Nakajima '18. All those that had the privilege of knowing Dan vividly remember his 
smile, his laughter, his generosity, and his passion for basketball and art. Dan will never be 
forgotten and our community will not be the same without him. 


