ROTHWELL-OSNABRUCK PEACEMAKERS – A STUDENT-BASED

CONFLICT RESOLUTION PROGRAM

In 1995 I began a program at Rothwell-Osnabruck School in Ingleside called ‘Peacemakers’. The concept was simple in that elementary students would learn to get along together better and to solve their problems in non-physical ways with the help of trained fellow students. For me, it would be a very personal mission.

My entire life had been spent avoiding school as much as possible because of bullying from students and teachers. I had always been overweight and as a result I endured the obvious distaste of many teachers, the name-calling and taunting of fellow students, and even worse, my invisibility. I was the kid who always got chosen last for teams, who was ridiculed by some teachers because of my oh-so-obvious mental weakness, and who went to school dances and held up the wall with a smile so no one would know I was crying on the inside. I tried to compensate by always having my assignments done on time, never talking in class, and never causing a problem. My best defence in elementary school had been the fabulous comeback –“sticks and stones …” – or getting “sick” often so I could stay home where I was unconditionally loved by my parents and my pets.  I never broke the rules, never tried to skip classes, did my best to become Miss Invisible Goodie Two-shoes. It hurt like Hell! This all ended in my grade eleven year when I failed a subject and repeated my entire year. Around May of the following year, I expressed my concern to another student about the chance of failing another subject and repeating my grade eleven year a second time. The student replied that I only had to write the exam for the subject I had repeated since I had passed all my other subjects. I was flabbergasted!

I remember the teacher yelling at my back as I simply got up and walked away from the cooking class. I went down to the first floor Guidance Department, asked to speak with a counsellor, repeated my request in a very loud voice when they refused because I didn’t have an appointment and was ushered into an office. My niceness, dedication to my studies, following all rules without question and my invisibility had not done me one speck of good. I had lost a school year, a year of my life, in which not one teacher had noticed or cared enough to speak with me about the unnecessary repetition. There in the Guidance Office, one month before the end of the school year, I was told that I could have been taking all grade twelve courses but the one I had failed, and that I could have gone to summer school to get that subject in three short weeks the previous summer.

It was at that very moment I realized MY life was in MY hands and no amount of being good, not making waves, not causing a concern for anyone, not being a Goodie Two-shoes, was going to help me get through this horror called LIFE IN THE FAT LANE. I left the office and dropped all my repeat classes. I used my new free time to start a school newspaper and, as Editor with an eventual staff of fifteen students, I found my niche.

Behold the new VISIBLE girl! Near the end of grade thirteen when I had to choose between the only two popular career paths open at the time, nursing or teaching, I chose teaching. I vowed to make a difference for all those kids I would encounter who didn’t fit the mold, who stood on the outside looking in, who reminded me of me. Besides, as a teacher I would have the answer books so how difficult could teaching be.

It began with a group of twenty-three keen students from grades seven and eight who gave up their time in the playground with their friends to patrol the yard in pairs, according to a schedule, looking for potential hot spots. They also were taught to counsel students in an office setting when conflicts couldn’t be settled quickly in the yard. We received financial assistance from the school parent council and from school administration to purchase six apple-red jackets so that students could easily be spotted in the yard. The first group hit the yard in January in blizzard-like conditions and stood their ground when problems arose. They were taunted and shoved and snow-balled by fellow students but they wore those red jackets with pride. They were on a mission to make R-O a place where every elementary student felt safe and protected. I cried great big elephant tears of joy and of pride in those students.

The following September the group expanded to forty students and we added grade six. Seventy -two interested students had signed up, were culled by staff, and interviewed by myself and the teacher-assistant who agreed to work with me. The original team remained active and assisted with the training of the new members. It was an exciting time.  

Over the past eight years we maintained a working team of forty-three students. Through fund raising efforts the team managed to purchase a brand new set of forty-five cherry -red jackets with R-O PEACEMAKERS embroidered in white on the back and on the front chest area. These jackets are worn with pride when the students serve at special events in the school and community. They work as ushers at community events, have assisted in local parades, done various duties and tasks at a community trade fair, assisted at parent evenings, elementary Spirit Assemblies, talent shows, as a colour guard at Remembrance Day  Services, etc. 

They continue to patrol the yards (primary and junior-intermediate) in all kinds of weather and have made a real and valuable difference in the daily lives of our student body. Today, if Peacemakers aren’t spotted by students in their yard, this fact is communicated to the staff member on yard supervision pretty quickly. Each day a total of sixteen Peacemakers patrol their yards.

The resulting statistics over the past eight years attest to the fact that this program works. Fewer students arrive at the office for minor squabbles. The bullying and harassing that goes on in every school yard has been radically minimized. We have rarely had physical fighting in our yard for years due mainly to the fact that potential hot spots are dealt with before they reach the physical stage. Peacemakers do not ever get involved if a physical situation exists - their only responsibility is to inform the staff member on supervision.    

The ROTHWELL-OSNABRUCK PEACEMAKERS is a group to be recognized for their school and community service. These students who serve give up much school time with their friends and many evenings and weekends to wear their red jackets with pride and distinction. Although the core members now remain as Peacemakers from grade six until they graduate into grade nine, the members change but the “group” lives on. Many of our elementary Peacemakers go on to become Peer Helpers and school and community leaders in their high school years.   

The baggage brought by many children from their homes to their schools these days,  the escalating sense of insecurity many students feel at their schools, and the concept that teenagers are self-centred , has been the driving force for the R-O PEACEMAKERS. Our student body , school and community is grateful to have a group of keen, highly dedicated and well-trained students whose main interest in serving as an R-O PEACEMAKER is to help kids. Peacemakers lives on because the students believe in it and see it as worth their time and commitment. The ROTHWELL-OSNABRUCK PEACEMAKERS are highly valued by their fellow students, their teachers, their school and their community. 

This program can work in any elementary setting if the school Administration strongly supports it and if the Staff views it as an ADDITIONAL BONUS to the school discipline policy. It is also easily adapted to the intermediate and secondary school setting. The most obvious change is that yard patrols are eliminated and the primary focus shifts to peer mediation sessions in the school conference room or a similar area.

Interested teachers, administrators, school boards, or members of the media are welcome to contact me. I have prepared workshop presentations suitable for elementary, intermediate and secondary school administration and staff members who would like to build such a program at their school. It took me seven months of reading, reading, reading, and building a program before the first actual step was taken and almost eight years to reshape and improve on those early mistakes. To this day I am still revamping and building on the original concept. What I hope to accomplish for people attending the workshop is to provide them with a recipe which will fit their particular situation, and to avoid some possible pitfalls while building in the essentials for ongoing success. I am not offering workshops on bullying but rather on a peer approach to conflict mediation within a school setting. 

Programs such as I introduce into schools have proven to eliminate up to 90% of bullying in the school setting because they are based on the premise of peers helping peers. All members of the student body, the staff, the administration, the support staff, the parents and interested members of the school community are included in the program overview so all are made aware of the program components and the process. As the saying goes, “It takes an entire village to raise a child”. It also takes a solid plan, time, patience and a community working together to recognize and admit there is a problem and to stop the cycle of the bully and the victim.    

I have introduced my Conflict Resolution Program to many schools since my retirement in June, 2002, after 33 years of rewarding teaching, and am presently preparing a package for schools outside of my own province of Ontario. I look forward to hearing from interested persons at alguireml@sympatico.ca., or 613-938-2848, or fax 613-938-4878.

Sincerely,

(Mrs.) Mary Lynn Alguire,

R-O Peacemakers Co-ordinator (retired)

BRIEF HISTORY OF ROTHWELL-OSNABRUCK SCHOOL

Rothwell-Osnabruck  School is located in the tiny village of Ingleside, along the St. Lawrence River, approximately 18 kilometres west of Cornwall, Ontario. We are one hour from both Montreal and Ottawa. Our village was formed as a result of the flooding in 1958 of the St. Lawrence Seaway. Ingleside was originally called New Town #1 and was built up from bare farmers’ fields into a town to serve displaced families from the Seaway towns of Wales, Dickenson’s Landing, Farren’s Point, and Aultsville. Our school was originally in two sections - an elementary school called Rothwell Public School and a secondary school called Osnabruck District High School. In the late sixties those two sections were physically joined by a community centre into one long, family-oriented school the length of three football fields or the length of the Titanic. Our student body ranges from 4 year old Junior Kindergarten students to OAC students on their way to University. Our students come from the village of Ingleside, surrounding tiny hamlets and family farms.

