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Content warning: This article contains mentions of sexual harassment 
and assault, which may be triggering for some. If you’re looking for someone to 
talk to, call 1-800-656-4673 to reach the National Sexual Assault Hotline.

Palo Alto Unified School District 
(PAUSD) has garnered an outside 
reputation as a consequence of  

its past Title IX scandals. After a Palo 
Alto High School principal’s resignation 
over misconduct allegations in 2014, a 
2015 federal investigation of  the district’s 
Title IX office due to violations of  sexual 
harassment law, a Gunn High School 
student’s $150,000 settlement over the 
mishandling of  a sexual harassment case 
in 2019 and an abundance of  sexual 
assault allegations and frustrations with 
the district revealed through social media 

in 2021, some students are wary about the 
district’s ability to handle Title IX com-
plaints, especially now that the policy has 
undergone a recent overhaul. 

In 2020, PAUSD’s Title IX policy was 
changed following an overhaul of  federal 
reforms made by Trump Administration 
Education Secretary Betsy DeVos with the 
ultimate goal of  giving more power back 
to sexual assault survivors, according to 
PAUSD Title IX coordinator Robert An-
drade. Each presidential administration 
updates the policy, changing the procedure 
schools must adhere to while investigating a 

Title IX case.
“What [the reforms] did was include 

more due process rights, which included 
providing respondents the ability to see ev-
idence that’s put against them,” Andrade 
said. “It also created a whole host of  checks 
and balances in the Title IX process. In es-
sence, it made the Title IX process longer.”

Despite the new regulations making the 
case process longer, there were no added 
protections for the complainant. Many 
students who file a complaint experience 
extreme trauma while working on the case, 
and often need professional help.
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“I think that if  someone is filing a 
case they should have a mental health 
advocate with them the entire time that’s 
notified of  everything and is that every 
single meeting,” an anonymous Paly stu-
dent who has filed a Title IX complaint 
said. “It can be really stressful and can 
bring a lot of  traumatic things and some-
times things that are in the best interest 
of  the case are not in the best interest of  
the victim.”

For some, what was intended to pro-
vide more transparency ultimately com-
plicated the reporting process and made 
the prospect of  obtaining help less at-
tainable to sexual assault survivors.

“The 2020 regulations required in-
dividuals who are filing complaints to 
name specific individuals who did mis-
conduct against them,” Andrade said. 
“And that, in some ways, may have re-
stricted other people from filing com-
plaints. Sometimes you might not know 
who the individual who harassed you is. 
And sometimes those interactions and 
those negative experiences are so short.”

As the time taken to process a com-
plaint has extended, students who file 
cases can feel their well-being is seen as 
an afterthought in the grand scheme of  
the case.

“I think the school didn’t really re-
alize how much support I needed,” the 
anonymous student said. “It felt like 
they weren’t as worried about me and 
my well-being compared to the outcome 
and progression of  my case, and how it 
would affect the school’s reputation if  it 
were to become more public.”

To increase the amount of  support 
available to students, in 2018, Paly alum-
nae Alexa Aalami and Katherine Buec-
heler founded Responsive Inclusive Safe 
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Environment (RISE) Student Task Force, 
a club promoting consent education and 
campus safety. 

“The purpose of  [RISE] was to create a 
bridge between adults and students in our 
community,” Buecheler said. “To find solu-
tions to this relentless issue.” 

They had noticed that lack of  education 
on campus, as well as disrespect towards 
sexual assault.

“At the time, sexual violence prevention 
efforts at Paly consisted of  a short, 30-min-
ute ‘Bullying and Harassment’ presentation 
on Safe & Welcoming Schools Day and was 
reviewed in Living Skills, which most stu-
dents took as upperclassmen,” Aalami said.

“Before we started RISE, there was just 
a lot of  joking and a lack of  respect for the 
topic,” Buecheler said. “And I think that 
was something that really shook [me and] 
Alexa off, like I’m looking around and no 
one cares about this huge issue that has af-
fected me and [my] friends.”

Unfortunately for many survivors, their 
reports may never even be investigated due 
to a list of  formalities that PAUSD is re-
quired to adhere to, beginning with making 
sure it fits one of  the pre-existing definitions 
of  a Title IX case.

“There are plenty of  people who can file 
complaints as Title IX, but there are not 
many complaints that come out as Title IX, 
the reason being [that] Title IX requires 
specific things,” Andrade said. “One, the 
conduct has to meet the definition of  Title 
IX, and there are three main definitions of  
Title IX.”

Andrade shared that these definitions 
include: quid pro quo (when a district em-
ployee offers a benefit to a student in ex-
change for a favor or sexual act), a hostile 
education environment (when harassment 
is imposed on a person based on sex, gen-

der identity or sexual orientation so severe-
ly that a student is unable to remain in their 
educational environment) and criminal 
definitions (when someone is a victim of  
stalking, sexual violence, sexual assault or 
dating violence).

Before being classified as a case, reports 
must also be verified to have happened ei-
ther on school grounds or at a school-spon-
sored event or activity, although this doesn’t 
guarantee that the conduct could be cov-
ered under district policies.

“In many instances, a lot of  conduct 
happens off campus, and that conduct ac-
tually gets complaints dismissed out of  Ti-
tle IX,” Andrade said. “As a Title IX coor-
dinator, federal law requires me to dismiss 
that.”

The final qualification that a report must 
hold is that the person accused of  engaging 
in negative conduct must be a student or 
district employee.

“If  you have a student who is alleging 
that they were assaulted or harassed by a 
student from a different district, we have no 
control over that, and Title IX is not cov-
ered under our district,” Andrade said.

The federal reforms introduced at 
PAUSD are not the only recent changes 
implemented in the district’s Title IX of-
fice. Following a 2014 United States De-
partment of  Education Office for Civil 
Right (OCR) complaint, an investigation 
was conducted on the district, which came 
to the conclusion complaints were not be-
ing handled properly as per the Title IX 
amendment.

The OCR investigation revealed a set of  
inadequate practices at the district’s Title 
IX office. 

“OCR came in and told the district that 
[PAUSD] didn’t have set procedures for 
handling Title IX cases, ‘you didn’t have a 

centralized intake system,’ ‘you didn’t have 
a way of  documenting or recording these 
incidents in a singular and concise place 
that’s organized,’” Andrade said. “And your 
way of  conducting outreach is completely 
flawed, meaning that you didn’t get to stu-
dents who are affected fast enough. You 
didn’t provide them with the services that 
they need quick enough. And you didn’t 
do a whole host of  things that could have 
reduced the emotional burden and trauma 
that either the complainant or the respon-
dent may have faced in the situation.”

Assistant principal Jerry Berkson said 
that the experience Paly went through five 
years ago has helped them become more 
knowledgeable and prepared to handle Ti-
tle IX cases. 

“When you go to admin credential 
school, they don’t cover any of  this type of  
stuff,” Berkson said. “So when everything 
happened last time, we weren’t prepared 
for it.”

Former PAUSD Title IX coordinator 
and current Los Gatos-Saratoga Union 
High School District Title IX coordinator 
Megan Farrell observed strict adherence to 
OCR guidelines during her time at PAUSD.

“While I was in the position [of  PAUSD 
Title IX coordinator], we were under a very 
strict resolution agreement with the Office 
for Civil Rights that detailed how we had 
to handle each matter, and we produced 
all of  our discrimination/harassment cases 
for OCR to review,” Farrell said. “So I am 
confident that we had a compliant process 
at that time.”

Following the intervention within OCR, 
Andrade and PAUSD staff are focused on 
creating a process that is accessible and un-
derstandable for students.

“We have taken a student-driven ap-
proach at trying to address the issues within 
our own federal requirements and state re-
quirements regarding Title IX to make the 
process even better,” Andrade said. “Can 
[the process] improve? Absolutely. And my 
goal for as long as I’m here is to continue 
to get student input to move that forward.” 

Despite the difficulties many survivors 
face as they try to report their cases to the 
district, students at Paly have created re-
sources to try to support their peers. 

“Acting PAUSD Superintendent Karen 
Hendricks initiated the RISE Task Force 
of  district stakeholders with the ultimate 
intention of  it being student-led,” Aalami 
said. “Katherine and I oversaw this transi-
tion, recruiting students and serving as liai-
sons between students and administration.”
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Buecheler and Aalami started meet-
ing with administrators to develop a 
consent education curriculum that in-
corporated student perspectives into the 
pre-existing material. Both Aalami and 
Buecheler noted the support and help 
they received from the district while de-
veloping the new curriculum.

“There was a lot of  encourage-
ment,” Buecheler said. “I think [the] 
administration did appreciate this move 
because a lot of  the frustration in our 
community came from no one knowing 
how to take a move forward.”

Aalami agreed, that the administra-
tion at Palo Alto High School positively 
encouraged the start of  RISE.

“Throughout, I felt incredibly sup-
ported by the original RISE Task Force 
members as well as former Deputy Su-
perintendent Karen Hendricks, who we 
met with on a regular basis,” Aalami 
said.

However, just as the pair finished de-
veloping and editing their lessons, they 
faced a setback.

“I just remember going into the for-
mer principal’s office and him telling us 
that we didn’t have time to do every ses-

sion that we had planned,” Buecheler said. 
“And Alexa and I walked out and were like 
‘Are you kidding?’”

Ultimately, the COVID-19 pandemic 
prevented Aalami, Buecheler and the rest 
of  RISE from presenting their curriculum 
as soon as possible.

“When COVID hit we didn’t have much 
time to kind of  fight back on that,” Buec-
heler said. “Everything was paused and it 
was difficult to know where to take the next 
step.”

Current RISE co-president and junior 
Bella Nguyen has been able to continue the 
club’s mission and has helped bring the con-
tent Aalami and Buecheler created to class-
rooms at Paly. 

“We [presented] last year for the first 
time and it was pretty successful,” Nguyen 
said. “This past year, we also did an event 
called The Senior Panel where we had Paly 
alumni come back to Paly via Zoom to meet 
with our current senior class. They talked 
about their experiences in college and the 
environments they were surrounded with 
and how to manage that and stay safe in 
terms of  sexual violence.”

These lessons, which were presented to 
freshman, sophmores, and juniors last year, 

20 • cmagazine.org

Text and design by EVIE COULSON, MCKENNA RAUSCH, MILENA RODRIGUEZ, KELLYN SCHEEL and JASMINE TABRIZI



IXKIDKIDDING?’DING?’
‘ARE YOU‘ARE YOU

-KATHERINE BUECHELER

NEVERNEVER
DO IT AGAINDO IT AGAIN -ANONYMOUS STUDENT

PERSONALLY I WOULD

are an example of  the support and resourc-
es Paly provides to help reduce sexual ha-
rassment and assault in order to create a 
better and safer school environment.

“We do have [more] education com-
pared to other schools in the country, which 
is really sad, but I do appreciate the effort 
that does [get] put into it,” Buecheler said. 

According to Berkson, district adminis-
trators are now better equipped to handle 
Title IX cases, even though the outcomes 
are not always favorable.

“I’d say we’re pretty darn prepared for 
[the] process,” Berkson said. “Whether the 
judgment is positive for the complainant 
or not is another story. That’s decided at 
a higher level because decisions are made 
based on a law.”

The very long process of  reporting Ti-

tle IX cases can be traumatic for survivors, 
which is why some cases are never complet-
ed. 

“We get complaints where people will 
make an initial concern but not sign up for 
the official complaint,” Berkson said. “The 
complainant has gone through something 
traumatic, and it’s tough for that [to] follow 
through.”

An anonymous Paly student who filed 
a complaint said that the support she re-
ceived from the school was only offered 
once, even though she would have benefited 
from consistent support. She believes that 
having a mental health advocate brought in 
from outside PAUSD would help survivors 
through the extremely stressful and trau-
matic process.

 “There’s no one to say ‘I know you’re 

right. I believe you,’” the anonymous stu-
dent said. “It feels like your word isn’t 
enough.”

According to Andrade, The federal and 
legal nature of  Title IX policy doesn’t allow 
for an individualized approach to handling 
cases, which could help mitigate some of  
the intense emotions during the process.

“I feel like reporting a case right now is 
treated kind of  like a ‘one size fits all’ type 
of  thing,” the anonymous student said. “I 
don’t really think that’s the case. I think that 
the right way to handle a case varies based 
on the person who’s reporting it and what 
they want and need from the school.”

When asked if  she would go through 
the process again, she said, “Personally, I 
would never do it again. Regardless of  the 
outcome, it’s not worth it for me [because 
it] makes you feel really, really bad.”

One thing Paly students can do is offer 
their support to peers going through a trau-
matic time.

 “The number one priority is to be sup-
portive and be someone that kind of  like 
lifts a weight off their shoulders, not forc-
ing upon any kind of  opinion or thing they 
need to do, because it’s a super overwhelm-
ing situation and it can take a lot of  time 
to process and understand what’s best for 
you,” Buecheler said. 

Simply listening can make a world of  
difference.

“Listen, validate how they feel and 
outline resources accordingly,” Aalami 
said. “Ultimately, they will decide how to 
proceed and you as an ally can offer your 
non-judgmental support.”
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