ASHBROOK INDEPENDENT SCHOOL

To Nurture and Challenge Academically Capable Students

From the Office of the Head of School, Dr. Christopher A. Schoberl

Is it Monday, Yet? is my once monthly attempt to address developmental and topical issues we confront as
we “challenge and nurture” our children. The topics | cover will be drawn from developmental and cognitive
psychology, current research, and my own parenting and school administrator experience, and could just as
easily be a response to local, national, or world events that have parenting implications. Keep your eyes on
this spot in the final Compass of each month, and if you have any great ideas about future topics, please
shoot me an email or text me... or, better yet, kick it old school and give me a call.
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Exploring Bullying

When | was growing up, bullying was not a topic that schools spent any time addressing. | guess
they just felt that there were some things kids themselves needed to work out. As someone who
was bullied, I still harbor tremendous regret and sadness when | think of that little boy | was,
embarrassed, inarticulate, socially isolated, worried about being branded a tattler, and not sure
who to reach out to. Along with my anemic academic experience, which | have shared with many
of you, this is a significant part of the reason | dedicated my life to educational leadership and to
ensuring that the focus of our core business remains sharply trained on the student experience.

Back in the day, if you were a student who experienced bullying, you were more inclined to
struggle in silence rather than have it be known that you were unpopular enough to be bullied,
lacked friends, or couldn’t handle things yourself. Even now, a half century later, | pause before
sharing aloud that | was bullied. Unlike the “if you see something, say something,” or upstander
culture of today, those who witnessed bullying when | went to school were more inclined to avoid
involvement by calling it out, either because they were happy enough THEY were not being bullied
and did not want to call attention on themselves through retaliation, or because they did not want
to be perceived as uncool. Having been bullied, and not having the words to be an upstander
myself (the word itself did not exist yet), | also avoided involvement when | saw others bullied, and
remember being moved to tears and frightened by the experience.

Having spent the vast majority of my time as an educator in independent schools, | have been
fortunate enough to be a part of cultures, stated or not, that responded to bullying with a zero



tolerance approach; it was just a cultural norm. My students and my own children who attended the
schools where | worked, were the beneficiaries of this more enlightened approach to ensure a
healthy social emotional school environment.

This “enlightenment” included student training in peer interaction; definitions of, and actual training
in, making and keeping friends; self advocacy; the sensibility to understand when you were in an
unhealthy relationship and how to get out of it; conflict resolution strategies; the importance of
empathy, peer refusal strategies, and kindness practices; and inclusion and equity lessons. This Is
not the same as saying that bullying did not occur at these schools. In the same way we think
about drug and alcohol education, sex and sexuality education, and student safety in general, the
moment we think “reasons to address these topics do not exist in my school,” is the moment we’ve
taken our collective eye off the ball and put our students in harm’s way.

Ashbrook is a special place, to be sure, but contrary to one stereotype we are trying to shake, we
do not enroll “Stepford Kids,” but normal kids in need of guidance by wise and loving adults.
Although our school’s stats are likely much lower for a variety of reasons, it's important to note that

... the rates and impact of bullying around the world are alarming. According to the
National Center for Education Statistics, 21% of American children in 2015 said
they’d been bullied during the school year. A World Health Organization survey of
adolescents in twenty-eight countries found that an average of 18% of boys and
15% of girls had been bullied in the previous thirty days (Murthy, 179).

This is not a question with a binary answer, as if bullying were either present or not present, but
more nuanced and one of degrees. In this spirit, | wrestled with the title for this [IMY installment
because | knew any mention of bullying would be provocative, and | bet it aroused more than a few
to wonder, maybe even fear, that bullying was “a thing” at our beloved school, so much so that the
Head of School needs to call it out. Trust me: on some level, to some degree, the student
experience includes some amount of friction which can be defined in a variety of ways and may be
experienced by a given student as bullying. We need always to remain open to this, tuning our
collective antenna to the possibility. To parse the language further, while | believe a normative
amount of bullying does happen at Ashbrook, | would be hesitant to call any Explorer a bully.

Bullying is also sometimes very subtle and sometimes tough to spot, often existing virtually and
through social media, and not playing out in the hallways or classrooms where we can see or hear
it, and statistics on the issue point to a significant gender split with male students more inclined to
bully face to face and girls more likely to bully virtually. Sometimes it is even trickier to spot. For
example, at another K-12 school where | was a middle school head, and where we were more than
a little smug about what a great job we were doing in our response to bullying, we were given quite
a wake up call by one situation. A middle school student who claimed to be bullied actually
manipulated the system we had developed to respond to bullying, to bully another student (a
popular student she had lost both an athletics team captaincy and student government position to)
alleging that she was physically and verbally assaulted on several occasions. Add an angry and
vocal parent, a few students who were intimidated into “withessing” several alleged situations, a
few distant but overly involved trustees who wanted results, and an administration over-proud of its
anti bullying accomplishments, and you suddenly had a recipe for misreading the situation.

The popular student “bully” was called on the carpet several times, escalating consequences doled
out according to our very thoughtfully designed “zero tolerance” bullying policy, and almost



separated from the school! This final step we were able to avoid only after reviewing school
security videos of student interactions that contradicted the “bullied student’s” allegations. Shame
on us for not being more careful (and congratulations to Ashbrook for addressing even this
eventuality in its policy on bullying).

When | interviewed for the position of Head of School, | fell in love with many parts of the Ashbrook
experience, including the thoughtful way Ashbrook went about defining bullying, making sure that
we remain committed to our role as educators, and do NOT police bullying by “prosecuting,”
“shaming,” or “disciplining” as if we were in a court of law. Instead, Ashbrook responds as an
educational institution, seeing such unfortunate moments as opportunities to support the bullied
and teachable, bridge building moments for those accused of bullying.

As | have grown into this position, | have also grown quite proud of Ashbrook’s Health Education
curriculum and the way our awesome PE and Health teacher, Kayla Weber, deploys this material,
which was on display in a very impressive way during our recent Zoom Panel Discussion.
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I am also enormously proud of our character education program and the ethos of kindness and
inclusion we model everyday at Ashbrook, supported by buddy days and our advisory program.
More than simply mottos or phrases we utter in discussions with prospective families, our teachers
live these values in the way they observe our students, always keeping an open eye and ear for a
teachable moment, beyond the subjects they have chosen to teach. As a case of semantics worth
being obvious about, they teach young students BEFORE they teach science, history, or math.

On top of this, | have come to know the Oregon Department of Education as an active leader and
important part of policymaking in these and related areas, impacting Ashbrook’s practices and
policies even though we are an independent school, a partnership that is not the modus operandi
of DOEs and independent schools on the East Coast. For example, you will notice in the 2022-23
Ashbrook Family Handbook the recent inclusion of a policy regarding dating and domestic violence



https://drive.google.com/file/d/1E6GeiwdGkm00AHZKJRvM4Q7u5jZYFcuS/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Rc_jqDk0yTteg3rUOSRCo8EpaeiIaOrxo6DyVO01u5s/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Rc_jqDk0yTteg3rUOSRCo8EpaeiIaOrxo6DyVO01u5s/edit

(in Section 4), and the Board has recently ratified the School’s responsibility to include suicide
prevention training in our Health curriculum (in accordance with a recent Oregon State law),
changes that speak to the close attention Ashbrook and other schools pay to all student behavior.
While it might be obvious that all of this impacts the student experience on the social emotional
and physical sides, it is also important to acknowledge how it affects the student experience in
terms of academics and learning: if | am not feeling safe, regardless of the specific policy violation
that is making me feel that way, | am not available for learning because | am living in the “fight,
flight, or freeze” zone of the amygdala.

Still, even at the best schools attended by the best kids in the best of times, there will always be
some amount of friction between kids. Of course, the existence of such friction is developmentally
normative and if supported by loving adults and friends, the silver lining is that it is possible for this
friction to provide students with a chance to develop the skills needed to navigate the tricky social
situations that are always going to exist (they do not magically go away once you reach
adulthood!), but even more important, is that all feel as though Ashbrook is a school where
students do not need to suffer in silence if they are feeling bullied or harassed.

When you read the Ashbrook Family Handbook recently included in your re-enroliment materials,
please sign off on the careful reading of this document by paying special attention to Section 7,
Behavior Support and Student Development, where we address bullying and harassment. You will
note that Ashbrook considers bullying as severe misbehavior, warranting the most significant of
disciplinary consequences on the same level as arson, racism, theft, and possession of drugs or
alcohol.

It is also important to understand that the standards for kindness and inclusion that we practice in
actual physical environments of our school are also to be adhered to in the virtual world, though
this point is sometimes lost on our children. In this vein, it would be important to disabuse students
of a wrongheaded sense of what they might claim as their First Amendment rights when called on
an act of bullying, either online or using their words face to face. In response to the Constitutional
question, | would suggest that such students review exactly what the First Amendment protects
(hint: it's not this).

If questioned on the School’s involving itself in incidents that did not happen on campus or through
school-owned technology, | would respond by noting that if it lands on my desk; it's in my
jurisdiction, whether or not it happened on campus during school hours or on school owned
technology. Finally, it is also critical to be able to respond to students accused of bullying who
claim, “I was just fooling around,” “It was just a joke,” “people need to lighten up,” or “I didn’t realize
| was doing anything wrong,” by helping them to realize the difference between intent and impact,
and the importance of owning the latter. What one person experiences as humor, others may feel
as threatening, whether they are the target of the joke or someone witnessing it, neither of which
helps us to be a stronger community,

”

Unfortunately, | have been involved in several adult personnel conversations over the years,
responding to friction between adult employees, when many of the above excuses were proffered
by the person accused of offending, bullying, harassing, or being hostile. Tragically, they had not
learned the proper lessons as younger people when the stakes were lower, and because of this,
were facing serious, life altering consequences that would impact not only themselves, but their
families as well.



Ultimately, Ashbrook and | want to be strong partners with our families in all ways that optimize the
student experience.

Bullying and harassment prevention, and healthy responses to bullying and harassment, ARE our
responsibility: families and schools working in partnership can make a significant impact on the
student experience in this regard. As you have heard me say on several occasions, we are
raising these children together. In this, we are called upon to pay attention to so many different
facets of what it means to challenge and nurture that it would be difficult, nay irresponsible, to think
that any single one of us, parent, teacher, administrator, can go it alone and do it the way it
deserves to be done.

As you have also heard me say, none of us is as smart as all of us, so let's work together on this.

If your child or the child of someone else claims to have been bullied, shows the signs* of bullying,
or of being bullied, first, be a good listener.

Guy Winch, who counsels parents whose kids have been bullied or socially isolated,
says the first step for all adults is to respect and acknowledge the importance of a
child’s concerns. The most common thing adults say to reassure kids is, "It doesn’t
matter what other people think.” Instead... [Winch] believes, kids need to be
reminded in that moment of the people who do value and accept them, whether they
be a different group of friends, a club, a community group, or family members”
(Murthy, 255).

After joining with your child in the way Winch suggests, please let us know. In the Lower School,
the first “go to” for you and/or your child should be the classroom teacher. In the MS, you and/or
your child should reach out to your child’s advisor or to the teacher in the classroom where your
child is feeling bullied (beyond this, any member of the staff can be approached). Of course, Mrs.
Sechler and | are always available for a conversation and will always be kept in the loop to support
those involved, both the bullied AND the bully, to ensure a safe and healthy community for all.

*Especially important to remain vigilant for “signs” as many of our students, particularly the
youngest among them, may not have the words to express “being bullied” or, if they do have the
words, may want to hide it (again, please refer to Section 7 in the Family Handbook).
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https://www.amazon.com/Juice-Box-Bully-Empowering-Others/dp/1933916729/ref=sr_1_7?keywords=bullying+books+for+kids&qid=1645923129&sr=8-7
https://www.amazon.com/What-Empathy-Bullying-Storybook-Kids/dp/1646116879/ref=sr_1_9?keywords=bullying+books+for+kids&qid=1645923129&sr=8-9
https://www.amazon.com/Bully-Bullied-Bystander-Preschool-HighSchool-How/dp/0061744603/ref=sr_1_19?crid=Z5HYV35YOG9P&keywords=bullying+books+for+parents&qid=1645923429&sprefix=bullying+books+for+parents%2Caps%2C205&sr=8-19
https://www.amazon.com/How-Beat-My-Bully-inspired/dp/064808597X/ref=sr_1_9?crid=Z5HYV35YOG9P&keywords=bullying+books+for+parents&qid=1645923633&sprefix=bullying+books+for+parents%2Caps%2C205&sr=8-9

