


I. Introduction 
 

 

The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places. 

ERNEST HEMINGWAY, 
 A FAREWELL TO ARMS 

 

 

 

It’s interesting to speculate whether or not there is one person in the United States (hell, the World 

even) who hasn’t heard about school shootings. That’s largely by virtue of the media, of course, 

but there’s no denying the disturbing and widespread impact this epidemic is having.  

For me, that knowledge comes firsthand.  

On April 24, 1998, a fourteen year old classmate brought a gun to my eighth grade dance, 

where he shot and killed my teacher, Mr. Gillette, and wounded three others. The shooter, Andrew 

Jerome Wurst, was tried as an adult, pleaded guilty for third-degree murder, and was sentenced to 

30-60 years in the State Correctional Institution at Pine Grove – a maximum-security prison 157 

miles from our hometown. He will be eligible for parole on April 25, 2028, or roughly three months 

after his forty-fourth birthday.  

My recollection of that tragic night was like a word you stare at for so long it detaches from 

any kind of meaning, each letter blurring into the next, until finally, sixteen years later, I blinked 

and the meaning started to coalesce. 



The first week of April 2014 – one month before graduating with an MFA in Writing from 

California College of the Arts in San Francisco – I decided to launch a Kickstarter to fund the 

research process for this book. In thirty days, I raised nine thousand dollars towards a ten week 

road trip around the United States, in search of every school shooting survivor I could find. Had I 

not been a survivor as well, I quickly came to realize, no one would have agreed to be interviewed 

for this book.  

In total, I drove eleven thousand miles in sixty-three days, meeting fifteen survivors across 

the country from Columbine to Sandy Hook to Paducah, Kentucky to my hometown, Edinboro, 

Pennsylvania. Their stories are life-changing testimonies of human resilience, each person 

passionate about their own niche, whether it be advocating for mental health services, promoting 

safety resource officers, improving police response methods, developing campus alert systems, 

fostering violence prevention, campaigning for gun regulation, and/or by speaking publically about 

their experience, as well as the school shooting issue at large. By chronicling my journey of 

survival along with the aforementioned stories, I will deliver a creative nonfiction book capable of 

transforming the way we perceive, talk about, and respond to school shootings. 

Although much of the groundwork is complete, I have some unfinished business to 

research – either for this book, or the next. Part of my original itinerary was to seek out the few 

rampage school shooters who are serving out sentences at various penitentiaries across the United 

States. Though the intention was there, the further I drove, the less I could fathom facing a shooter. 

I want a second chance to dig into this component of the story by visiting and interviewing 

incarcerated shooters, like Andrew Wurst, Kip Kinkel, Michael Carneal, and two of the youngest 

people charged with murder in American history – Mitchell Johnson and Andrew Golden – who 



were released in 2005 and 2007 respectively, though they’ve both dipped in and out of the system 

since.  

Part first-person account, part journalism – grounded in interviews and current research 

from behavioral science, psychology, public health and law enforcement agencies – and part travel 

memoir, Stand Up will provide an in-depth, deeply intimate and captivating narrative about the 

school shooting epidemic 


