Valedictorian shares battle with depression, message
of hope at graduation
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Grace LoHouse, valedictorian of the senior clagsrand Island High School, offered a powerful sipesicher
graduation. (James P. McCoy/Buffalo News)
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Maybe a week before last month's graduation cergrfmrGrand Island Senior High School's seniorglas
Scott LoHouse had a question for his youngest daugBrace. She learned in the spring that shedvoeil
senior valedictorian, and the honor carried a ti@atl responsibility.

Scott wondered if she had started working on hermencement speech. Grace responded with a few words
that in essence would soon translate into classieng answer. She had yet to put her thoughtshdmwpaper,
but she was pretty sure of what she wanted to say.

In the end, her core message at Kleinhans Musikcddale as a surprise, even to Grace's parents. As a
sophomore, in a story known only to her family anclose surrounding circle, Grace survived an gitdm
take her own life. She was hospitalized for ab@utidys, then moved into regular counseling and caédare.

With the continuing support of her family and heac¢hers, she caught up with her schoolwork andeddhe
passion she had brought to learning since she whsda The result was becoming valedictorian, \aigeant
she had a chance to address her classmates dadjgrecommunity.

She wanted to make it count. After the conversatith her dad, she sat down to craft her messdyeh&d
already spent a lot of time thinking about therstigattached to mental health, the reality that nsarffering
young people are reluctant to speak of it, or ekdeelp, out of concern at the reaction.



Grace, 18, decided that her speech was an oppiyrtoraddress other teens who might be in a sipice,
teens who felt isolated, reluctant to reach out.

"l wanted to say to them there is light at the ehthe tunnel, that there really are ways to gedugh it,” Grace
said.

The youngest of four daughters, she speaks withration of her parents and the work ethic they nho8eott
is an architect. He earned his degree as a youngomgoing to school at night after getting up totg a day
job as a draftsman.

Jeanne LoHouse, Grace's mom, is a tool setteedbémeral Motors Town of Tonawanda engine plarac&r
watched throughout her childhood as her mother aeflll-time on the second shift and still managede
there when her children needed her."l saw theiuigenlove, and how much they cared,” Grace said.

She tried to channel all those memories as sheevangtthe speech. She started off by thanking paesmd
faculty, and she honored the memory of friendschesss had lost over the years. That led into @4parson
narrative about her own experience, "a story abaitl much like all of you, but one that still mkseto be
shared."

In writing her draft, Grace described her emotidnals and struggles in high school, how she "dolilsee any
good in the world and struggled to make it throeghry single day." She wrote of how her "mentalthegrew
progressively worse," building toward the attengptake her life. She explained how she looked &p hfound
support and began recovery.

Michael Lauria, Grand Island's principal, said bad the speech beforehand, as part of reheargarptions.
He sat down with Grace for a few moments, and sirapked if she was sure she was ready to sharthdrae
at Kleinhans. “She’s a very strong person, andhsttka strong commitment,” Lauria said. “Sittingréhen the
stage, | was just so proud of the way she delivared

Grace said she had thought about the speech émgtilme. Her sophomore year had been a periodiahw
she “felt alone in my own mind, trapped and loattime in which she "just felt depressed and pasestl Her
mother said that depression did not manifest iselbutright sorrow but instead as a kind of flathe seeming
apathy that was a marked change for a daughtehati@lways been vibrant and curious about the world
around her.

Afterward, regular medical care and counseling éelgramatically, and her teachers rallied aroumafierts
to catch up. By Grace's junior year, she had qustdpped back into what seemed to be much likelder
routine. “What it all really became was takingdtydoy day and turning to the people around meudppert,”
she said.

Still, Grace had a new understanding of just homyrtaens go through similar situations — and hoay tlace
cultural stigmas tied to mental illness. At 18, shene to a realization that can sometimes takietanie to
achieve. Few things change without a willingnesspieak of them out loud.

National statistics prove that she is hardly alam®ng her peers. Depression affects many teenstiof b
genders, and the National Institute of Mental Heedjports that 20% of American girls between 12 Andhad
at least one major depressive episode in 2017idguE the second leading cause of death for Ararsic
between 10 and 34, a tragedy affecting young pespteoften carry their burdens in solitude.

Grace's speech meshed with the goals oEtiee County Anti-Stigma Coalitigrwhich is leading a public
campaign to build awareness of the power of langweagl shared experience in understanding mentihhea




About one in five Western New Yorkers live theuds with a formal mental health diagnosis, theitoal
notes, yet many are hesitant, because of cultarais, to openly address it.

"We want people to be more willing to listen to le@ather, and that goes for all different age growdgether it
involves teens, or veterans, or the elderly, orywee in between," said Max Donatelli, chairmarhef
coalition, which has collectemimost 2,400 signatures on a pledge to end thagead

That same perspective led Grace to a simple canaluder graduation speech was a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity. When the moment arrived at Kleinhat® gave her account and spoke of hope, abovisell e

“Today is a day to celebrate how far we have cand,thank all of the many, many people that haVeldeus
get here,” she said. “It is also a day to readgelres to march our way into a brighter, betteurifor all of
us. But the only way that is going to happen gl fight for it. "Don't give up,” Grace told hezlfow
graduates. "Keep fighting."

She had no idea beforehand how the seniors mightag®a her words. The answer came as Grace buitrtbw
the emotional peak. Her classmates surged tofewtiand applauded, joined by the rest of the aegie

Jeanne and Scott LoHouse said everyone in theyfavas crying, and afterward wrapped Grace in a kind
collective hug. In a few weeks, she begins enginganlasses at the Rochester Institute of Techrylagighly
an hour from her home, and her parents say thegiregnateful for one truth. They are simply gladttnad
the chance to help their daughter, and that strging) to do the same for others whose pain sherstands.

"That's always been her goal,” Jeanne said. Hegtdats courage provides a reminder that the heotbn
Crisis Services of Western New York is 716-834-3181d that anyone struggling with concerns abdix se
harm or mental health can call it around the cldekshare such trust, the way Grace sees it, wasugehigh
school education.



