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 The rate at which students in Oregon schools are being bullied or harassed and engaging 

in other troubling or aggressive behavior appears to be skyrocketing. The challenges are quite 

obviously the result of the social upheaval that is reflected in our national politics, as well as the 

stress being experienced by families and young people. These concerns are clearly something all 

schools must better address. Parental and student pressure on those in leadership positions of the 

need for schools to focus on the safety, emotional well-being, and inclusion of students will 

undoubtedly help. 

 Many families are also experiencing distress or are members of a minority within our 

society, which has unfortunately led to increased harassment within our community. The 

guidance provided in this commentary will hopefully also help parents and students. 

 Oregon’s education system is like a huge ship that is proceeding in one direction--a 

myopic focus on test scores. The ship’s crew know that this path is wrong. This ship has been 

deprived of necessary funds for so long that parts have become destabilized and all of the cabins 

have become overfilled. Oregon’s educators are striving mightily, against great odds, just to keep 

this ship afloat. And now the waters have become significantly more troubled and treacherous. 

 The sense I am getting from educators I have communicated with is one of burn out. One 

excellent and honest assistant superintendent (not in Lane County) told me that while she 

recognized the incredible need to better address bullying, her school personnel were doing as 

much as they possibly could and, given the requirement of focusing on test scores, could do no 

more. 



 We have to understand the reality. Families, students, and school staff are stressed to a 

maximum degree. This is already leading to increased bullying and other disruptive behavior and 

violence in our schools. If these concerns are not effectively addressed, as this school year 

continues, there is increased potential for greater levels of school violence, as well as increased 

student self-harm, including the potential for suicide.

 Regardless of how much effort Oregon teachers dedicate to meeting learning objectives, 

in these troubled waters, this effort will not be successful. Students who are stressed are not going 

to learn--and often they will not even come to school. The disruption is harming all students. The 

stress being experienced by school staff is profound.

 The myopic focus on test scores originally came from the U.S. Department of Education 

during the Obama administration. The current department is now dysfunctional. Given the 

troubled waters we have entered, the priorities of Oregon schools must shift. The highest priority 

in Oregon schools must be on ensuring the safety, emotional well-being, and inclusion of 

students. Only upon making this the priority, can effective learning occur. 

 The “Troubled Waters Survival Guide” I have recently provided to this state’s school 

leaders suggests a number of research-based strategies that can be implemented without a 

significant level of cost or planning. This commentary will provide educators, parents, students, 

and community members with such insight. Also with suggestions on how to implement these 

ideas in your home. 

 School-wide mindfulness practices. Increasing mindfulness practices to enable students 

to better self-regulate, especially in stressful situations, is critically important. Basics include: 

Daily mindfulness practice. Mindfulness calming glitter jars on every elementary students’ desk. 

A “calming corner” in every elementary classroom. At the secondary level, several minutes of 

mindfulness breathing during the morning announcements and another short mindfulness 



breathing session right after lunch. A mindfulness calming room that students can easily access. 

Families are encouraged to also implement mindfulness practices in the home. 

 Problem-solving. A common approach that can be used to solve problems is to ask these 

questions: What is the situation? What are our objectives? What possible strategies could we 

implement that use our strengths? For each, what challenges might we face and how could we 

best meet these challenges? Is each in accord with our values? For each, what might happen? 

What is our best first choice? What else could we do if this does not work? How will we 

determine success?

 Student Leadership Team. All schools need to establish a Student Leadership Team that 

is diverse and involves those students who have a well-established reputation for treating others 

with respect and reaching out to help those who are treated badly. 

 Acts of Kindness and Thoughts of Gratitude.  The highest priority activities for the 

Student Leadership Team should be on school wide activities to promote acts of kindness and 

thoughts of gratitude. Parents, please model kindness in your interactions with others in this 

community and encourage your children to reach out to be kind to others during the day. In the 

evening ask them to tell you how they reached out to be kind and what they are thankful for. 

Encouraging them to keep a journal of this is even more powerful. 

 Character Strengths. The VIA Institute on Character identifies 24 character strengths 

and has surveys for teens and adults. Everyone has a different profile of character strengths. 

 Schools can have their students and staff complete the survey and create an art project 

that sets forth their personal strengths. Families can do this. The resources from the VIA site 

focus on how to build a different character strengths. This provides a way to celebrate a different 

kind of “differences” and build strengths.

 Positive Staff-Student Relations. Schools must place a high priority on positive staff-

student relations. Teachers should consistently notice when students are doing a good job and 



comment positively on this. Staff must treat all students with respect. Schools must make certain 

that every student has one or two staff members who are specifically focused on ensuring their 

well-being. 

 Schools must stop using a rewards-based behavior management approach that publicly 

shames or excludes students who have challenges meeting expectations. This approach models 

relational aggression for students. Students who are experiencing adverse challenges do not need 

to be publicly humiliated and excluded on top of this.

 Cultural Competence and Positive Relationship Skills. Schools are encouraged to assist 

students in gaining a greater understanding of differences and insight and skills into how they 

can foster better relationships and effectively respond in hurtful situations. 

 I have released a program for schools, entitled Embrace Civility, that focuses on 

increasing student skills in positive relations. Portions of this program are on my site at http://

embracecivility.org/embrace-civility. Parents and students, please learn from this insight. 

 Parents are encouraged to consistently model and discuss with your children the 

importance of demonstrating respect for all of the members of our community. Students, please 

take a stand for kindness in your school.

 Interventions in Hurtful Situations. It is imperative that schools shift away from  

disciplinary responses in hurtful incidents to a response that hold students accountable to 

remedy the harm. A disciplinary response usurps the role of the targeted student and turns the 

situation from a harmful offense against that student, which should require remedy, to a 

violation of a school rule—the consequence of which cannot even be disclosed. Disciplinary 

consequences teach nothing and often generate anger, which can lead to retaliation. 

 Students who have been hurtful should be engaged in problem solving to identify how 

they will remedy the harm to the one they treated in a hurtful manner and to the school 

community, as well as how they plan to stop themselves from engaging in such harmful behavior. 



 Parent Activism. The forces keeping the ship on the myopic path focused on tests are 

very powerful. Especially at this time, it appears to be exceptionally important for parents and 

students to be heard. If the educators in your children’s schools, the school leadership, and the 

district leadership, including the school board, start hearing from many parents and students that 

greater balance is essential--that schools must focus much more attention on building a school 

climate that is safe and welcoming for all students, perhaps we can change the course. 

 It is time to speak out. Talk with your school leadership. Tell them how important you 

think it is to be focusing on school climate. Find out which of the above initiatives they have 

implemented or are being planned. Ask about other plans. Offer to help. 

 Opt your children out of testing. The Stupid Unbalanced test that will be delivered this 

spring is both invalid and unreliable. Opting out will send a huge message. 

 Write to your local school board and go to the meetings and tell them: The pressure on 

meeting learning objectives must yield to the more important need of ensuring the safety, 

emotional well-being, and inclusion of all students. Send this message also to the State Board of 

Education and to the Oregon State Legislature. 
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