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Oxford suicides
bring national
problem home

BY PAT MURPHY
STAFF WRITER { .
When Kcrry Allen returns home from work

cvery day, ahe mnkes a point of talking with

her daughter Elizabeth,

“Llisten carefully,” Allen said. *I take every-
thing ehe says very seriously.”

She has always tried to pay attention to her
dnughter, said Allen, and not just because
Elizabeth, now 14, is athletic and gets good
gradea - honored as a studont of the month at
Oxford Middie School in Jan-

‘common to most suicides ~ including, possi-

“Parents have to say, ‘I hear you, and 1
realizo how badly you must feel’,” London
said, “and parents must assure the youngster

thoyll do whatever it takes to ease the hurt.”

' Kalman J. Kaplan, professor of psychology
at Wayne State University and a rescarch
associate in paychiatry at Michael Reese
Hospital in Chicago, belicves there are things

bly, the physicinn assisted suicides linked to
Dr, Juck Kevorkian,
“There's a loss of meaning in life,” said

X . Koplan, For older people, it
*Y want Elizaboth to know FRrOMts muist 64 | might bo triggored by deterio-
she's special,” suid. Allen, a i’aelr youngsters | rating health accompanied by
sl e, S siviss.know they will love| 1,350 of Fiends 1nd

f“:nig‘; youngs‘?v’:rs know ‘hem even if’ 1 people, the loss of meaning
they‘r$1 apeciol has become thﬂ)"le not good in ‘ ,mny bfu ugsﬂcinted{wiﬁh thz;_
something of a civic ond 'gchool, not popular' 058 of a job or a feeling o
moral duty in the Oxford- : stagnation. .
Lake Orion area as the com- ‘OF not'gm atany-. “in young  people, it’
munitice attempt to deal with thing.! . 1 invalves a struggle with iden-

three teenngo sufcidea —all by

hanging ~ within a nine-

Karman Kaplan

tity,” said Kaplan. .
Such feelings are powerful,
warned Kaplan, and not casi-

mohth period, WsU Psychalon Pm!enar
The latest death was that of ~

Joshua Brouhard, 18, who died Jan. 24 in a

wooded area near Davis Lake.

Equally alarming, according to achool
counselors and others, is the number of teens
who have admitted to attempts at harming
themselves,

‘The communities realize there's o problem,
according to Patrick Breen, Orion arca youth
assistance worker. And there’s a concerted
cffort to nlert parents and tecnogers alike.

Part of sounding the alarm, Breen said,
involves a basic messnge to parents: “Let
your youngster know you care. Take the time
to let them know they're special.”

ly dispelled. Above all, he
said, “parents must let their
youngsters know Ihey love them uncondi-
tionally.

Whatever the causes, regardless of the con-
tributing factors, the Oxford and Lake Orion
communities are determined to face them
head on, nocording to Oxford Schools Superin-
tendent Marion Ginopolis. “This problem isn't
a school problem,” she emphasized, “it’s a com-
munity problem.”

The schools have expanded eounseling
efforts and the community has formed a task
farce to bring adults, parents and youngaters
together. “We had 30 studenta attend a sub-
i meeting Thursday (Jan. 30, the

But that should any-
where there are children, according to psy-
chintrist Jeffrey A. London, associnte medical
director of adolescence at Havenwyck Hoapi-
tal in Auburn Hills, Cluster suicides - sever-
al similar deaths in a specific arca in a rela-
tively short period of time — can happen any-
where, he said.

Havenwyck deals with adolescent suicides
— or attempts ~ on a regular basis, London

_said. They know teenage auicides can hoppen
anywhere at any time - regardless of educa-
tional, economic or socinl status.

“When people (especially young peaple)
lose hope,” said London, relatively routine
problems - a fight with parents, trouble at
school, breaking up with a girlfriend or
boyfri cnd ~ might trigger o suicidal response.

Intervention isn't simple, said the psychin-
trist. But parents ahuuld consider it a serious
obligation,

“Parents have to take time to listen to their
children,” he said. “and they've got to offer
some reasonnble hope,

Rabbi offering ‘Hope’ to tens, parents as a suicide ntdot

day Joshun Brouhard was buried).

“They opened up about the presaures they
face daily ~ pressures from school, the family,
drugs, alcohol and sex. It's exciting to see
these young peoplo become part of the solu-
tion,” said the superintendent.

The solution isn't casy, according to
experts. Hap-hearted attempts don't work,
and failure has a heavy price.

But the solution involves a massive educa-
tion program, according to child welfarce
worker Patrick Breen. “We had some experts
coms in to talk with counselors and teach-
ers,” he said. The idea was to lcarn the cor-
rect approach, then get the messoge out.

For ane thing, Breen said, counselors and
others were encouraged to cxplore — and
expase — common myths about suicide. For
example:

* Myth - “People who talk about suicide,
or threaten to do it, don't really mean it. Fact
~Talk of suicide is a call for help, to be taken
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By Tim SatTe
STAFF WRITER

Michael Syme learned to play classical
violin in a month, He even played guitar
with John Lennon.

\ But the, talented young musician was
\. depressed. He called out for }u:lp to his
brotherone afternoon. That night in 1975,
* Mibhael-died - sitting in a closed car,
*—exhnbist fumea choking the life out of his
21-year-old body.

“He was an extraordinary young man,”
said the brother, Temple Beth El Rnbbl
Daniel Syme, who in- 1984 began hia cru-
sado on a national lavel in cur\]unchon
with the Union of American Hebrew Con-
gregations,

«] promised myself when ha died that I
would do whatever I could possibly do to
save other fnnﬁuhes the pain of this sense-
less tragedy,” ho sal

Many other fnmll,v members today feel
the pain, wondering if they could have
intorvened and made a difference. Syme
said 600,000 to 800,000 youths - iﬂm
ble ultmﬂymm,uyoungnnﬁ try suie
cide every yecar. More than 6,000 succeed.

For them, life equals loneliness, broken

families and unrelenting pressure, Death
offers something that is romanticized on
TV, in movics and music.

Declaring war on suicide

So, Syme hns concoceted an
antidote. Reach For Hope is a
pilot program he's teaching 48
at Beth El, located in
Bloomficld Tawmlup. cur-
rently open just to congre-
gation members. (Sepa-
rate scséions are under-
way for thoso in grades 9- \g§
12 and adults.) N

But the rabbi and others N
there envision expanding the -

program within a year to Oakland
County high schoola nnd
other community grot
The first to complct.e dm program received
certificates and wera treated to o concert
by Peter Yarrow of the legendary folk
group, Peter, Paul & Mary.

In fact, with Rench For Hape, Syme
intends to “declare war on youth suicide. I
want to eliminate those words from the
voeabulary of the (metro) Detroit commu-

[“ Teon Suiclde In Oaqurpd‘cdunty

Hope: A button reminder. -

“I tell kids that once you're dead, you're
dead. Suicide is a permanent solution to a
temporary problem. Suicidal thoughts can

pass with time. But kids don't have
the experience that those
thoughts pass. So you have to
help them along.”

* Syme saigd the eventual
gnnl with Reach For Hope
R is that more and more will
take the six-week course,
Jeamn how to detect wam-
ing signs and collect new
insight on how to reverse a

. trogedy-in-the-making,
Meanwhile, Reach For Hope
will strive to tako a shot at another
. troubling target. Syme
sald at-risk youths often
cry out to peers about their situations,
even that they plan on ldlling the ves,

only to insist their confidantes not let any- ,

ong else in on the secret.

Reach For Hope graduates will learn
that it’s OK to “crack the wall of silence,”
Syme said. And for them to scek out a
compassionats third party.

“It's OK to break a confidence when it
deals with life and death,” Syme said. “I
know the consequences of silence. I was
with my brother the day he died. For all
intents and purposes, he told me he was
poing to kill himsclf ...

*I then made o mistake that 'm deter-
mined kids won't make teday. I wrote off
hia comments as an attempt to get atten-
tion — a sort of dramatic statement. And
that very night he took his life.”

Reach For Hope also will lend guidance.
If somebody talks suicide, grads are to nsk
a simple “how?”

A specific answer triggers red flogs. In
such cases, explained Syme, “we teach
kida not to leave their friends,” and subse-
quently phone an adult who knows exactly
what to do in such situations.

Joyce Scglin, congregational educator at
Temple Beth El, said that as Reach For
Hope gains mnmcntum a list will be
developed containing names and phone
numbers of “adulta they can trust, And
those adults have to be clearly identified,
A member of the clergy, n guidance
instructor, a teacher. Even the guy who
owns 2 baseball card shop.”

ERSNFY

Mental gun detectors

According to Seglin, urban schools are
equipped with metal detectors. “But we
need intellectun! gun detectors in all our
schools.” ’l'hnt means people who can spot
o ial suicide, and inter-

o,

In Reach For Hope, Syme and class par-
ticipanta delve into the *pathology” of sui-
cide, about the reasons it has tripled or
qundrupled since the 1950s.

“We discuss the things to say and the
things not to sny,” the rabbi explained,
“One of the common things people say is
‘Don't worry,” or “That's silly.™

It’s clearly not.

Support systems also arc smaller for
incrensingly lonely teens, another major
factor to the rise in suicide. Immediate
families aren't as large; extended family
members live further away. There aren't
a5 many kids arcund the neighborhood Lo
play, vent and talk with.

“When I was, growing up in Detroit,”
Syme recalled, “there were 20 houscs on
my block., With two-to-three kids in
cach house. You could walk outside your
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Open communication, fight denial to stop suicides

BY TIM BMITH
BTAFF WRITER

AL
19 91

1980

. Do you love me? Did you
want me? Am 1 the reason you
got divorced?

‘Those questions often prevail
a8 those that youtha considered
. at-rigk to commit suicido want
most to ask parents, provided
thoy were guaranteed to
receive honest responses, said
Temple Beth El Rabbi Daniel
Syme.

“The thing is,” said Syme, who
is teaching the Reach For Hope
pilot program at the Bloomfield
Township synagogue, “is I know
those porents love their kids,
© We don't know why they ((hc
children) don't know.”

Enter Beth El mngmgnhnnnl
educator Joyee Seglin and area

psychiatrist Dr, Donald Silver,
who are develaping a Both El
course geared toward helping
parents and young children
learn the importance of loving
communication with each
other. Coping skills are also
expected to be.a major compo-
nent.

“Moms and dads can give
them the. tools to deal with
what comes at them later in
life,” explained Seglin about
the premise of the course.

Silver concurred, If aself-"

esteem is stronger at an carlier
age, chances are less later on
for "overwhelming feelings of
damoged self-regard” that lead
to suieide.

“The isaue ia prevention,” Sil-
ver said, “The major thrust we
can really make is solid begin-

nings. We're looking at the pic-
ture from very early on, to the
late ndolescents.”

use children as young aa
age five are attempting or com-
mitting suicide, it ia crucial for
parents not to delay applying
“mental hugs."

*“The real target for helping
children is healthy dcvolop-
ment, virtually from birth on,”
said Silver, who volunteered to
help Seglin on the curriculum,
“The first four-to-five years are
absolutely crucial.”

Better parent-child commu.
nieation, earlier, nlso can help

erack what Syme labeled “tho .

enormous barrier of denial”
among parents that their chil-
dren are dangerously

depressed, .
Sadly, denial apreads from

homes to schools.

A string of suicides at Oxford
High Scheol is a recent local
example. Teenagers there died
before full-blown intervention
attempts were begun. But Seq-
rin recalled the *Beverly Hills
Five,” during the early 1980s.

Five teenagers, onc old
enough to drive, agreed to a
suicide pact. They closed their
lockers for the day, and
checked out for life. Their bod-
ies were found in n car that
plumetted off of Mulholland

Drive.

Oﬂ'\cw!ly. their deaths were
ruled an accident.

“But they knew it wasn't an ;
accident. Not dealing with (sui
cide) openly is.a chronic prob-
lem in society ... Not much
changed since then.” kv




