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malcolm astleY spent his 
childhood trying to understand what 
makes people tick. His parents were mental 
health practitioners, so dinnertime at the 
Astley house touched on such difficult 
questions as, “What makes people violent?” 
astley (’82) continued to pursue these 
questions at the School of Education, where 
he earned a doctorate in counseling and 
human development. “My solution was to 
aim toward prevention, with the view that 
if educational institutions could be shaped 
appropriately, they could head off a lot of 
problems,” says Astley, a former Lexington, 
Massachusetts, elementary school principal 
and a member of the Wayland School 
Committee. “It’s ironic that I’ve ended up 
in this position.” Heartbreakingly ironic 
because on the evening of July 3, 2011, 
Astley’s 18-year-old daughter Lauren 
paid a visit to her ex-boyfriend and never 
came home. Nathaniel Fujita, who Lauren’s 

friends said was struggling after the 
couple’s breakup, is serving a life sentence 
for murder, and Astley is left grappling with 
how his only child could be dead, why Fujita 
killed her, and how to prevent this kind of 
tragedy from happening to someone else.

In response to Lauren’s death, Astley and 
Mary Dunne—Lauren’s mother—estab-
lished the Lauren Dunne Astley Memorial 
Fund in 2011. The nonprofit works to pro-
mote educational programs and legislation 
that raise awareness about healthy teen 
relationships and that prevent dating vio-
lence. “It was an effort to put something 
in the place of something so dear that had 
been lost,” says Astley, his voice catching. 
“And that’s what humans rightly do—try to 
keep creating in the midst of destruction.” 

The fund’s top priority is developing and 
passing state legislation that requires K–12 
education on healthy selves and healthy 
relationships in Massachusetts public 

schools. Such education can have a signif-
icant impact: research from the National 
Institute of Justice shows that class-
room-level and school-level interventions, 
including teaching about healthy relation-
ships and encouraging students to report 
incidents to school officials, led to a 32-to-
47 percent reduction in sexual violence 
victimization and perpetration in 30 New 
York City public schools. In Massachusetts, 
funding for healthy relationship education 
was cut following the recession in the early 
2000s, Boston magazine reported. In coop-
eration with state legislators, Astley’s fund 
proposes incorporating safe relationships 
education into existing anti-bullying legisla-
tion. “The schools’ plates are so full,” Astley 
acknowledges. “But this ought to be number 
one, in my view.”

The fund’s second and related priority 
is to support awareness and prevention by 
training guidance counselors, helping boys 
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and men find positive solutions to dating 
violence, and sponsoring related arts pre-
sentations in Massachusetts schools and 
venues. Two of these presentations are “You 
the Man,” a one-man show depicting vari-
ous male characters’ responses to a partner 
violence situation, and “The Yellow Dress,” 
a one-woman show about a high school girl 
murdered by her boyfriend. “A number of 
young women have been reported to see 
school counselors soon after the show,” 
says Astley of the latter. At Lincoln-Sudbury 
Regional High School, the play was coupled 
with a slideshow about warning signs of 
partner violence, presented by student- 
athletes on the school’s Mentors in Violence 
prevention team. Students commented, 
“That was so powerful,” and “That was the 
best assembly ever,” says Lori Hodin, a psy-
chology teacher and Safe School Initiatives 
coordinator. The fund also sponsored a per-
formance of “You the Man” at Wayland High 
School in March; Assistant principal Allyson 
Mizoguchi says the show hit the mark where 
previous performances and assemblies on 
the topic hadn’t. One male student told her, 
“I liked how the performer told the story 

from different perspectives; it was much bet-
ter than being lectured to.”

Astley and Dunne also speak directly 
about their family’s experience—at the State 
House, in media interviews, and in schools. 
This not only raises awareness; it encourages 
young people aspiring to work in preven-
tion and healing—like students at Boston 
University’s School of public Health (SpH). 
Astley spoke about Lauren’s death and about 
partner violence at Associate professor 
Emily Rothman’s preventing Intimate partner 
Violence class in April 2013. Rachel, an SpH 
master’s student who requested that her last 
name not be used, was affected by Astley’s 
compassionate response to Fujita’s family: 
Astley maintained communication with 
Fujita’s mother until lawyers advised him to 
cease, and he shared a tearful embrace with 
Fujita’s family after Nathaniel’s conviction, 
the Boston Globe reported. As a victim of 

intimate partner violence, Rachel says she 
struggles to relate to that kind of empathy 
but feels that “reacting that way might be 
more effective for prevention than feeling 
spiteful about what happened.” colin gallant 
(sph’15), who wants to work with men to 
prevent partner violence, was interested to 
hear Astley’s thoughts on possible contribut-
ing factors in perpetration, and was encour-
aged to hear “how other men are making  
a difference.” 

Repeatedly talking about Lauren’s death 
isn’t easy, but Astley says it’s good for him. 
“It’s a way of grieving, and trying to heal 
and prevent agony for other young women 
and their families and communities. That in 
some way helps balance Lauren’s death and 
absence.” Looking back on all that people 
have achieved in human rights over the cen-
turies, he told Rothman’s students, makes 
him hopeful about saving other young people 
from Lauren’s and Nathaniel’s fates. “I’m 
quite optimistic,” he told them, “despite the 
edge in my voice.”  n

To learn more about the memorial fund, visit  
http://laurendunneastleymemorialfund.org. 
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on averaGe, 24 people each minute Become victims of 
rape, other physical violence, or stalking by an intimate partner in 
the United States. Women ages 18 to 34 experience the highest 
rate of intimate partner violence. Associate professor Emily 
Rothman of the School of public Health offers tips that teachers—
and parents and friends—can use to recognize and respond to 
unhealthy dating relationships. 
What to looK for: A controlling partner might dictate a sig-
nificant other’s clothing choices, friends, or social activities; use 
put-downs; and threaten or enact physical violence. Withdrawing 
from friends, dropping out of school activities, or starting to do 
poorly in class could be signs a student is experiencing abuse—
though not all victims respond in this manner.
hoW to react: Follow your school’s reporting procedure if you 
become aware of dating violence. If you suspect a problem, “be a 
consistently friendly and openhearted go-to person for either of 

the kids.” Here’s how to respond:
to victims: “It’s tempting to rush in and say, ‘Hey, don’t you 
know you should get away from that guy?’ but this can actually 
make her just feel worse. It’s yet another person telling her what 
to do, and giving her the message that she doesn’t possess the 
skills to do right by herself.” Teachers who’ve established a pos-
itive relationship with the student could gently say, “Everyone 
deserves to feel safe in their relationship, and if someone really 
loves you, you’ll feel safe, happy, respected.” 
to perpetrators: “I noticed the way that you were talking to 
so-and-so, and I don’t think that’s cool. In my experience, treating 
people that way doesn’t get you very far in relationships; there are 
other ways to handle problems.” Rothman adds, “A lot of times, 
kids who are using unhealthy relationship behavior are also eager 
to talk about relationship problems and how relationships are 
supposed to go.”

dating violence 
how to spot it, what to do about it
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