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			To those on the side of peace and justice.

			To those who were told they were too young to demand a better world.

			To those we lost.

			To those who have found hope.
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			ON FEBRUARY 14, 2018, Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, was the site of one of the worst mass shootings in American history, in which seventeen students and teachers were killed and seventeen more were injured.

			At 2:21, the shooter entered building 1200, known to students as the freshman building. The shooting lasted six minutes. He was apprehended a few hours later.

			Instead of dwelling on the pain and tragedy of that fateful day, a group of inspiring young students channeled their feelings of hurt, rage, and sorrow into action, and went on to create one of the largest youth-led movements in global history. Their march on Washington, DC, attracted almost a million people and inspired more than eight hundred marches around the world. Today, they’re leading a youth voter registration and engagement campaign called Road to Change.

			This is their story.

		

	
		
			CONTRIBUTOR NAMES AND CLASSES

			
				Adam Alhanti, class of 2019

				Dylan Baierlein, class of 2017

				John Barnitt, class of 2019

				Alfonso Calderon, class of 2019

				Sarah Chadwick, class of 2019

				Jaclyn Corin, class of 2019

				Matt Deitsch, class of 2016

				Ryan Deitsch, class of 2018

				Sam Deitsch, class of 2021

				Brendan Duff, class of 2016

				Emma González, class of 2018

				Chris Grady, class of 2018

				David Hogg, class of 2018

				Lauren Hogg, class of 2021

				Cameron Kasky, class of 2019

				Jammal Lemy, class of 2016

				Charlie Mirsky, class of 2019, Pine Crest School

				Kyrah Simon, class of 2019

				Delaney Tarr, class of 2018

				Bradley Thornton, class of 2016

				Kevin Trejos, class of 2018

				Naomi Wadler, Class of 2024, The Maret School

				Sofie Whitney, class of 2018

				Daniel Williams, class of 2018

				Alex Wind, class of 2019

			

		

	
		
			Lauren Hogg and Sam Deitsch

			NOT ANOTHER NUMBER

			Just another day,

			Not another number.

			Taking action to prevent another.

			As we sit hand in hand,

			We realize losing friends at school is hard to understand.

			Just another day,

			Not another number.

			The booms in the hallways are not thunder.

			Minute by minute we sit in the silence,

			Wondering why we must endure this violence.

			Continuously attempting to suppress our screams,

			Realizing this is something we never could have imagined in the worst of our dreams.

			Just another day,

			Not another number.

			As we run with our hands raised above our heads we begin to wonder,

			What if not another?

			We decided in that moment we could make this end,

			and then maybe finally as a community, a country, a nation we could begin to mend.

			Not shocked at all, it makes perfect sense,

			our country’s “leaders” created this mess.

			Rounds and rounds of ammunition,

			register and vote to make a decision

			As you make your way to the polls please don’t just vote red or blue,

			but vote for our friends who will never get the chance to.
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			Cameron Kasky

			HOW IT ALL BEGAN:

			FEBRUARY 14

			I do not need to tell you what happened on February 14. The tragic events that took place at my school are something far too many people know damn well. That story is one of great importance, and looking at our school system’s failure to prevent this tragedy is vital in preventing future mass school shootings, but that is not the story I am here to tell. The story I can tell you in great, effective detail is one of overcoming trauma and helplessness, and mobilizing a country that has been through all of this, and failed to take action, far too many times. I am here to tell you how my friends and I ran out of school and, within hours, created and executed a plan to shine a light on just how rigged our system is and just how apathetic our politicians can be.

			After evacuating school that day, I found myself on a city bus that was being used to transport students in this state of emergency. I was with the special needs students because, as the shooting occurred, I had just picked up my autistic little brother, Holden, at the ESE (Exceptional Student Education) dismissal. On that bus, I did my best not only to text my friends and confirm that they had made it out of school alive, but also to make sure Holden was okay. As one could imagine, he hadn’t truly grasped what had happened . . . though hardly anybody did, whether or not they shared Holden’s optimistic and untainted view of the world.

			Holden and I and the other students arrived at the Marriott Hotel right by our school, where the police began to question everyone, and we called our parents to pick us up. Holden was more confused than I’ve ever seen him. My phone was losing battery, the room was crowded, and we were anxiously awaiting my father’s arrival. I was very glad to see some teachers and friends arrive, as I hadn’t known until I saw them that they had made it. As soon as we were released, my father drove Holden and me home, and I suddenly felt a terrible feeling. I had finally realized what had happened.

			When I was locked in the room at school with the special needs students, wondering whether or not I would make it out, I had three things on my mind: survival, Holden’s well-being, and the fear that my friends in other classes were no longer alive. On the way to the Marriott, I only thought about my mother and having to tell her what happened, as she was out of town. It wasn’t until I sat down in my father’s car, knowing that my brother and at least most of my close friends—the ones who hadn’t lost their phones and were able to text—were alive, that the thought came upon me: this whole time, I had been way too comfortable. Now, my reality was becoming clear. I knew that I was part of a flavor-of-the-month mass school shooting. The fact that I could easily identify this phenomenon speaks volumes for just how common this is and just how desensitized we have been to these horrific acts. As my dad, Holden, and I got closer and closer to home that night, only six words were present in my mind:

			This one has to be different.

			Suddenly, a dark, daunting purpose consumed me. What could I do? How could I change things? The rules are set up for Marjory Stoneman Douglas to become a part of the American School Shooting Machine. I remembered the usual narrative: Small town. Good, humble people. Some lone wolf shoots up the school. He is a misunderstood, socially ostracized kid. It was a mental health thing. Somehow, mental health shot up a school. Another a young, white male. Soon enough, the shooter becomes famous and is the hot new celebrity for the news channels to flash up on their screens.

			The people of our country, while deeply hurt and truly affected, will eat it up. Flowers will be sent, cards will be written to the students (“Sorry your school got shot up!”), and thoughts and prayers will be tossed around like a common cold at a state college. Then the flowers will wilt, the people in the school and in the town will try to begin to heal, and somewhere, another school will be shot up. Maybe in a few weeks, maybe in a few months if we’re lucky. Maybe a church next time. Or a concert or movie theater. It would happen somewhere, and the thoughts and prayers would, once again, mean less than nothing.

			It happens so often that the entire cycle has become routine. Our shooter certainly knew what would come next: he made videos before he completed this atrocious act, where he said that everyone would know his name. To a degree, he was right. There are fan pages for him on the internet. America has a recurring illness that the media and politicians are reluctant to cure.

			Arriving at my dad’s house, which is about thirty minutes away from Parkland, I was greeted by my family members, who had gathered there to offer their greatest condolences and nothing but support. I didn’t have much to say. I left the house, making sure Holden was calm, and went for a walk. I listened to music that was perhaps too intense and emotional. In retrospect, I probably should have just tried to calm down . . . but dammit, I couldn’t. People were dead. I wasn’t sure how many, but people were dead.

			I crossed the lamp-lit street and began to walk over a nearby bridge. I stood and looked over the water. Nothing felt real. For just a second, everything was perfectly and terrifyingly peaceful. I believe that was the night that almost everything about the person I was before the shooting perished and fell by the wayside. Standing up there, I was reborn with an urgent, painful drive that would now determine the course of my life. I had to skip the healing process and jump right into the fight. I told myself that if the story was going to be different this time, if our school’s shooting would be more than a statistic and actually serve as the catalyst, I had to get in front of cameras early on and make this message clear:

			This is not the media’s narrative. This is not your story. This is nobody’s tragedy to interpret but our own. The students of Stoneman Douglas know exactly what happened at Stoneman Douglas, and under no circumstances will you tell our story for us.

			Sometime that night, I saw a notification on my phone that a geography teacher in his mid-thirties was killed protecting the students in his classroom. A man who was my camp counselor when I was seven and my fifth-grade teacher, who coincidentally managed to also come to Stoneman Douglas—Scott Beigel. Somebody I knew and loved was murdered. I had to do this for him along with everyone else who was lost. We still weren’t sure how many victims there were. I had lost people that I loved before, but it was almost always to natural causes. I had never seen something so disgusting and unreal hit me so close to home. I had always believed it never could. My whole life, Scott Beigel had been a beacon of love and humor, and now he was gone not because of old age or some sort of sickness but because somebody had shot him while he was trying to protect students. Losing Scott was what made this so much more real for me. I knew Scott; I knew his face, voice, and laugh. I would never get those things back.

			After my walk, I returned to my room and got on Facebook. I saw that there was already a community event scheduled in Parkland the next morning. I wrote two long essays on Facebook about what had happened. They went what one might dare to call viral, and suddenly, journalists followed up and were coming right to me. All of this, of course, mere hours after the mass murder in the hallways I had been walking for three years. I knew I had to speak up and get out immediately, but this new reality was hitting me hard. I didn’t want to become a talking head, a broken record on every news show, but I needed the world to look at these terrible tragedies with a new perspective. I grew up consuming political media like it was candy. I was a rebel without a cause my whole life and, as a drama student, I knew how to clearly express myself. When people called us “crisis actors,” they were almost right; I was an actor in a crisis. My whole life, I had been quick to speak up. Quick to be a cynic. I was always able to put my emotions aside and realize what was at stake. At around four thirty a.m., I passed out for three hours, knowing that I would be waking up bright and early. There was an event in Parkland for the people recovering, and I couldn’t miss it. Our community was hurt, but we came together so quickly, and that speaks volumes about the amazing people in Parkland.

			The next morning, more names of victims started to appear. I had no idea what to do or say. My mind was numb, and I had to focus. In the days following the shooting, I was on the news, again and again and again. The means by which different outlets contacted me varied. I can tell you that it was mostly through social media. For example, I was contacted by CNN to write an op-ed piece early in the day. I had to change the narrative as quickly as possible and let the country know that our generation—the school shooting generation—wasn’t going to stand for this anymore. My sole focus was working to break the pattern. I immediately started writing, I started learning everything I could about gun reform, and I haven’t stopped. Everything I do now is about building this movement and creating real change.

			Stoneman Douglas isn’t going to become the new Sandy Hook or Columbine (or Aurora, or Virginia Tech, or Santa Fe, or Las Vegas, or Pulse). A place you mention in a room and everyone sighs and says how sorry they are or what a tragedy it is. If Las Vegas wasn’t enough, if Sandy Hook wasn’t enough, we are going to be enough. We are going to be the catalyst for real change. This is going to count.

			On February 16, two days after the shooting, a group of us, Brendan Duff, Kaylyn Pipitone, Jaclyn Corin, Alex Wind, and Sofie Whitney, gathered at my house. Earlier that day, I had done Anderson Cooper’s show, one amongst many, many others. At the crack of dawn, I ran into my old friend David Hogg under the freeway that is right next to my school. I wasn’t the least bit surprised to see David springing into action, as he had always been politically charged and involved. I wouldn’t see David again until the next day. All I had to begin my work was my closest friends. I texted them as soon as I knew they could get involved. Jackie was already planning a trip to Tallahassee to speak with legislators and encourage them to take immediate action. In a night of brainstorming on the sixteenth, we decided we needed to march. So many great things that have happened in this country have come from displays of young people making their voices heard. This all came from a place of helplessness. It was in overcoming that helplessness that we found our strength, and we want to provide our country with the opportunity to not be helpless as well. In those two short days, we were already starting to see the cycle change. It wasn’t just talking heads on the news anymore, it was me and my friends. They gave us a platform, after only twenty-four hours of real, focused effort, and we took it and ran with it. The march was about seeing how far we could go and whether or not we could truly activate the people in this country. Public displays are important, peaceful protest is patriotic, and uniting people is a beautiful thing, but real change in this country comes from the polls. It was time to destroy the apathy toward political involvement that is running our country into the ground.

			People say that we shed light on America’s gun violence problem, that we exposed how bad things really are. We didn’t do that. America knew damn well how bad our gun problem was. We reminded America how rigged the system is. We reminded people what the NRA is doing and what Citizens United is doing to our political system. We reminded them by asking our politicians directly, in public, about campaign donations from the NRA. When I spoke with Senator Marco Rubio at the CNN Town Hall, I wasn’t asking him to change his views on guns—I asked him if he would stop taking money from the NRA. When you remind American people where the money is coming from, you expose what a politician’s real interests are.

			We knew that seventeen of the finest human beings in the world were no longer alive, and everybody who knew and loved them would have to find a way to keep going. A gargantuan storm was coming our way, and as our group began to expand, first with more and more people showing up in my home, and later growing way beyond Parkland, we survived thanks to each other. Every day, especially as we visited the memorials and attended the funerals, it got harder. Every day, the pain got worse. But this movement and this purpose we had found kept us going, beyond what I could have ever imagined. From a movement that started with just a few friends in my living room it has become a force that could change our country. I had no idea just how large this movement would become, but knowing the power and strength of our group, I’m not surprised.
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			Sofie Whitney and Brendan Duff

			BECOMING A TEAM:

			FEBRUARY 15 AND 16

			IN THE DAYS FOLLOWING the shooting, the students and alumni of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School established a home base at Cameron Kasky’s house, where Brendan Duff and Sofie Whitney helped launch the social media–driven movement that would become March for Our Lives.

			BRENDAN: I graduated from Stoneman Douglas in 2016, and now attend Elon University in North Carolina, which is a solid twelve-hour drive away from Parkland. So when everything on the fourteenth was unfolding around two thirty, I was watching the news from multiple states away. My little brother was a freshman at MSD, and I knew that he had several classes and friends in the freshman building. Of course, I feared the worst. I was a mess the rest of the day as the count of familiar names and faces grew. Luckily, I was with a close friend at Elon who also went to Marjory Stoneman Douglas, so she was there to empathize and grieve with me.

			The next morning I spoke with my mom, who urged me to come home. I was grateful to hear her say that: I’d already made up in my mind that I wanted to come home, but I needed that push from her. I could tell by the sound of her voice that she, a substitute teacher for the school district, was devastated but still trying to stay strong. She had lost many former students just the day before.

			At that point, no major coverage had taken place. Cameron Kasky, a longtime best friend who also implored me to make the trip down, told me about an op-ed he was writing for CNN, but that was about all. So I was mainly coming down to be with my friends and family and offer whatever I possibly could to console them. I began the trek on the afternoon of February 15.

			That night, with only two hours to go, I got a flat tire and had to stay with my friend Bradley—another MSD alumnus—at the University of Central Florida. Initially, Bradley wasn’t even planning on coming to Parkland. Both of us felt somewhat useless and detached from the situation, yet all too close and connected at the same time. I convinced him that the absolute least we could do was be a support system and hug our friends and family. The next morning I had my tire replaced and we were back on the road. Bradley and I arrived in Parkland at noon or one p.m. on the day of the sixteenth.

			It was pretty hectic after that. Cameron told me that they were picking up media coverage, and people were contacting him from all over through social media. I remember him being really overwhelmed with all of the requests for interviews in a million places at once. I told him, “I’m here solely to help you guys with whatever I can, so please give me something to do.”

			I’m studying strategic communications at Elon, and I’ve interned at a public relations firm, so I had at least a little bit of experience dealing with the media. While he was at a meeting, Cameron’s phone was going off nonstop. I took a couple of calls for him, organized a schedule for the next couple of hours, and offered my transportation services. He legitimately teared up, hugged me, and said, “You’re hired.” After that, he started responding to media with my number and would say, “This is my friend Brendan; he’s my guy, talk to him.”

			I quickly became the liaison between the media and Cameron. When I started out, hundreds of media inquiries were coming through just asking for Cameron. When Cameron was too busy, reporters started asking if other students were available to talk. I knew Sofie Whitney and Alex Wind, two of my other best friends from MSD, were also behind starting the #NeverAgain Twitter page, so I started referring media to them. I threw people’s names out wherever I could, offering whatever was possible. We started to solidify our message here, but we just needed people to listen.

			SOFIE: I was there for some other stuff that happened before, on the sixteenth. That morning I woke up and had a nice long cry, because it was only two days after the shooting and I was still feeling really raw about it. Cameron texted me in a group chat with me and a few of my friends, and said he had this media thing set up: a roundtable with Lawrence O’Donnell. I felt really iffy about whether I wanted to do it, because I wasn’t sure if that was what I wanted to be doing two days after the shooting. I somehow convinced myself to go, though. I said to myself that it would be a one-time thing, so it would be fine.

			It ended up going well. I wasn’t really knowledgeable about specific policies at that point. I was just speaking up about how I felt. Cameron and Alfonso were already really politically minded, so they did a lot of the talking. I was nervous to speak, because it was hard to believe that this was what I was doing at that point, so soon after the shooting. I just spoke from my heart and said that if the adults wouldn’t do the work, the students were going to do it. It felt powerful for us to all be on the same page and be able to use our voices and control how the world sees us.

			After the roundtable, Cameron said there was another interview lined up and asked if I wanted to come along. This one would be with Nicole Hockley, one of the moms of the Sandy Hook shooting victims. Once I heard that, I immediately agreed to go, because she had shown immense strength in the face of terrible hardship; meeting her
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