Merriam PTO Meeting Minutes

March 16, 2011
Board Members Present:   Kim McCormick and Neena Arora, PTO Co-Chairs, Ed Kaufman, Principal, Dianna McNeish, PTO Treasurer, Tricia Forrester, PTO Secretary.
Also Present:  Tom Wolf, Mohammad Sajedi, Kristen Rivard, Lisa Pearson, Beth Davis, Zuzka Blasi, Kristina Rychlik, Helen Payne Watt, Mandy Zervoglos, Karen Brandstein, Diane Baum, Pauline Tessier, Lauren O’Neil, Yun Ding, Chiuling Coupo, Jianqian Wang, Marisa Olson, Holly Neale, Daphne Barbas, Trudy Khosla, Nancy Scicchitani, Bowen Liu, Paul Murphy.  Teachers present:  Annie Doble, Colm McDermott, Christy Nealon, Kate Shiebler, Maryann Ayers.
Kim called the meeting to order at 7:37pm.  Kim reported Camp Fair was a huge success with many thanks to the hard work of Trudy Khosla and Marisa Olson.  Camp Fair brought in over $19,000.  February’s Book Fair was another success, exceeding budget.  Thank you was extended to Lisa Pearson, Lisa Sippy and Zuzka Blasi for their time and work they put into this event.  Dianna reported she has received $13,884 so far for Auction funds.  This is from on-line camp and artwork as well as ticket sales.  Kim wrapped up by saying there are Board and Committee positions opening up if anyone was interested for next year they should contact a Board Member.      
A Community Conversation -

Bully Prevention Part II

Ed introduced Meredith Shaw of the Open Circle Program at Wellesley College.  The Open Circle Program is used in the classrooms at all grade levels at Merriam to teach valuable social skills, conflict resolution, communication skills and to have a common language at school.  All teachers, teacher assistants and staff have completed four days of training with the Open Circle Program.  Open Circle wants to add a bullying component to their program.  Teachers and Assistants attended a three-and-a-half hour professional workshop this fall on the topic of bullying.  
Meredith Shaw joined parents and teachers in a discussion on bullying prevention.  Meredith talked about what bullying is and is not, the types of bullying – direct and indirect, described the warning signs of bullying behavior and action we can take to prevent this.  Her goal was to leave with parents and teachers having a sense of hope that bullying can be prevented and incidences of bullying situations reduced.  Open Circle has found that 85% of students have witnessed bullying but only 10% of the students intervene to deflate the situation.  Intervention can prevent about 50% of bullying situations.  It is this “code of silence” that needs to dissipate to reduce bullying behavior.  An important way to do this is to have a common language at school and home and have open communication with students, teachers and parents.  She noted the Open Circle Program teaches students at their grade level how to resolve situations on their own and to seek help from an adult if it can’t be done on their own.  
Following Meredith’s presentation, audience members asked the following questions:

A parent asked his son if he has seen bullying going on at school and the son said no.  Should he believe his son?  Is there a better way to ask the question?  Meredith suggested his son might not have recognized it because it can be done subtly.  Annie Doble suggested using the “backdoor method” to get info from older children.  Older children don’t open up as much as younger children do initially.  She suggested talking about the day, who he played with, what they did, in a conversational approach.

One person commented they hear how much the topic of bullying is getting but do children see results of all the talk?  Meredith explained the Open Circle Program talks openly about bullying behavior, recognizing grade level.  In the lower grades, kids start learning by using visual cues and body language and as the students get older, role playing and books are introduced.  Maryann Ayers commented that Open Circle teaches problem solving skills as a community and situations come up throughout the day where the skills are utilized.

One person commented that kids typically try to “one-up” another in groups and wanted to know when he should step in so it doesn’t cross the line from a comfortable to painful atmosphere for the child.  Meredith commented that the line is different for each student and it’s important to recognize body language.  Ed said that he sides with stepping in and stopping it in the moment.  One parent said they would try to use language to diffuse the situation by saying, “I don’t feel comfortable with….”  Open Circle encourages the reporting of bullying so situations can be dealt with for the victim and bully.  

One parent commented they like the Open Circle information coming home so they can use the same language at home as well.

Following Meredith’s discussion, Ed presented Merriam:  Holding Community at Our Center.  Merriam is a place where students feel safe, and can take responsibility for self and others.  We do this through our all-school meetings, family groups, theme days and community days.  Ed said the school uses BATS – Bully Action Teams to help with bullying situations.  This team is comprised of himself, the Assistant Principal, School Psychologist and Councilor to provide help first for the victim as well as providing assistance to the bully.  Ed used an example of reporting a bullying situation as an example of how many people can be involved to rectify a situation.  Most often the  situation is no longer contained in the school yard.  It can involve speaking to teachers at different grade levels, principals at different schools and the transportation department for instance.  They try to gather as much information as possible to help the situation. 
One parent wanted to know at what point does it kick in for a developing student to recognize bullying and be able to do something.  Meredith said it takes time, practice, reminders and coaching for students.  
One parent asked if Open Circle is seeing a reduction in bullying.  Meredith stated studies are being done to measure it.  They are finding with the Open Circle program that students who receive two consecutive years of Open Circle time in their classes that there are fewer problems in middle school.

The presentation was concluded at 9pm.
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