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 Simply put, the mission of St. Mark’s is to 
help boys thrive. Marksmen are expected 
to be outstanding students, artists and 

athletes. Expectations for success are high. But 
helping boys thrive goes well beyond traditional 
metrics for success. Test scores and championship 
trophies are clear achievements worthy of 
recognition. Teaching a boy to thrive, however, 
requires going deeper and forming a genuine 
relationship with each and every Marksman. 

ANYONE WHO HAS encountered St. Mark’s 
knows that community is at the core of the 
experience. On any given day, the campus 
at 10600 Preston Road is filled with students, 
parents, teachers, staff, volunteers, grandparents, 
alumni and friends. Boys regularly refer to 
their classmates as brothers. Parents have 
grown so close that they have held reunions. 
In the classroom, on the playing fields and in 
the art studios, the focus is not on individual 
accomplishment but rather on the whole class, the 
whole team.

ALL WELL 
& GOOD
Marksmen lead  
the conversation on 
mental health.

Continued, next page
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A chance encounter at a 
refugee camp led to a 
whole new perspective.

 Two years before receiving the 
Headmaster’s Cup, Salmaan 
Hussain ’23 was struggling to find 

himself. He was having trouble forming 
meaningful connections or finding areas 
where he could thrive. The discontent 
affected his grades as well. 

“It felt like I was always drowning,” 
Hussain recalls. “I wasn’t in a good place.”

Then, in the summer after his 
sophomore year, Hussain spent time 
volunteering at a refugee camp in Dallas 
where he met Ilyas, a young boy who 
would set his life on a completely different 
trajectory. 

“All he wore were some torn shoes and 
clothes and a huge smile,” Hussain said. 
He later learned that Ilyas was teaching 
his younger siblings English and had even 
provided a bone marrow transplant to one 
of them. “I realized that Ilyas, who was 
living in a two-bedroom apartment with 
three other siblings, was more excited 
about life than I was. That one human 
interaction served as an everlasting 
paradigm shift.”

The moment stayed with Hussain as he 
returned to St. Mark’s for his junior year. 

“I realized that if I wanted to have 
resources to give back to children like 
Ilyas, I needed to do well in school,” 
Hussain said. “I needed to connect with 
underclassmen because they are the 
future of a school that I care deeply about.”

With this new mindset, Hussain began 
to thrive. His grades rebounded, and he 
began to focus on ways to contribute to 
the school and the community. Getting 
involved in student leadership, Hussain 
was elected Student Body President and 
appointed head yearbook photographer. 
At games, Hussain could be spotted 
snapping photos from the sidelines with 

a squad of Middle School photographers 
following close behind. 

Throughout senior year, Hussain used 
his leadership positions to encourage 
conversations around mental health. He 
dedicated an entire Upper School assembly 
to a student-led roundtable discussion 
of men’s mental health and shared his 
personal story in a Chapel talk. 

“Sal’s vulnerability in assemblies was 
like a tuning fork and it got us to check in 
with who we were and what we’re about 
as a community,” said Dr. Mary Bonsu, 
Upper School counselor. “The boys are 
paying attention to what their peers are 
experiencing and talking about in social 
spaces within and beyond St. Mark’s.”

Hussain’s transformation and 
willingness to tell others about his 
struggles are part of a growing trend 
toward destigmatizing mental health.

 IN RECENT YEARS, discussions around 
mental health have become more accepted 
and commonplace. The ReMarker has 
highlighted individual students who, like 
Hussain, share their stories in the hopes 
of spreading a simple message to other 
Marksmen: “You are not alone.”

The School has also invested more 
resources into the health and wellness of 
students. This year, the Office of Counseling 
and Academic Support rebranded itself the 
Marksman Wellness Center to better reflect 
its overall mission of helping boys thrive.

Looking back on his St. Mark’s 
experience, Hussain points to a single 
question that altered the course of his life: 

“How can I leave this place better than I 
found it? That simple question shifted my 
energy, my intention and my interactions. It 
served as a motive to go and sit with a quiet 
fifth grader who is eating alone in the Great 
Hall or to spend time with maintenance 
and security staff to make sure they feel 
appreciated by the students. St. Mark’s is a 
place where people go out of their way to 
see you thrive.” 

‘Sal’s 
vulnerability 
in assemblies 
was like a 
tuning fork 
and it got us 
to check in 
with who 
we were and 
what we’re 
about as a 
community.’

‘That one interaction served as 
an everlasting paradigm shift.’

DR. MARY BONSU
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“No Marksman, no matter 
what he is going through, 
should ever be alone.”

 The editorial board of The ReMarker 
challenged classmates to better 
appreciate issues of mental health 

affecting them and those around them. 
The boys encouraged others not to shy 
away from this difficult topic, writing, 

“There should not be a stigma around 
having mental and emotional struggles.” 

This editorial was part of a larger cover 
story on mental health published in its 
March 2020 issue.

Just above that editorial was a teaser 
for another article further back in the 
paper. The headline casually read “The 
Coronavirus: What it means for the future 
of America and Marksmen.” 

The global pandemic arrived just as 
mental health awareness was entering 
the cultural zeitgeist. At St. Mark’s, the 
School was already working to strengthen 
its health and wellness programs. The 
counseling program, a major component 
in caring for the whole boy, was expanding 
its services, adding to the curriculum and 
widening its footprint across campus. 

Without even realizing it, the 
School was preparing itself to face the 
coming uncertainty of COVID-19 and 
continuing to help boys thrive even under 
unprecedented circumstances.

MORE THAN THREE years after the 
onset of the pandemic, it can be easy to 
forget how quickly life came to a complete 
standstill.

While no one was sure when regular 
campus life would resume, the School 
took action to reclaim some sense of 
community. Shortly after virtual learning 
began, a new webpage appeared on the 
School website: “10600.” This page soon 
became a “virtual Quad,” updated daily 
with content submitted by the community. 
Coach Kevin Dilworth shared daily 
motivations, students filmed their best 
trick shots, and one boy even documented 
how he built a Van de Graff generator in 
his garage. As the end of the year neared, 
prominent alumni recorded messages of 
support for the Senior Class. 

“The 10600 community page 
especially helped to foster that sense of 
connectedness we lost due to quarantine,” 
ReMarker editor Robert Pou ’21 said. 

AMONG THE REGULAR updates 
on 10600 were Mindfulness Moments, 
recorded by Dr. Gabby Reed, who 
currently serves as director of Counseling. 
Each week, “Dr. Gabby” introduced 
boys to new mindfulness techniques like 
grounding, box breathing and meditation. 

“Watching everyone go through this 
common experience, I have been feeling 
more like a global citizen while at the 
same time isolated from the community 
I love so much,” Dr. Reed said in a 
Mindfulness Moment posted on April 16, 
2020, where she taught open awareness 
meditation from her home office. “These 
two feelings push and pull at me, so 
today’s meditation is all about reconciling 
those two feelings and reminding you 
that you’re not alone.” 

Behind the scenes, the counseling 
team was working around the clock to 
keep an eye on the boys. Each day when 
boys logged in for virtual class, they 
were greeted with a “daily check-in” 
Google Form, inviting them to share their 
thoughts and feelings. Most important, 
the form started with a simple question: 

“Would you like to talk to us?” 
“One of the boys I was working with was 

terrified to go outside,” Dr. Reed said. “So, 
I asked nurse Julie [Doerge] to make him 
a video of herself going outside for a walk 
and waving to her neighbors. It was great 
and it worked to get that kid back outside.”

Dr. Reed and Doerge worked tirelessly 
to communicate and stay updated with 
boys and families. 

“We had daily video calls to stay in 
touch and come up with a plan for any 
boys who might be struggling,” said 
Doerge, who served as a key member of 
the School’s Medical Advisory Committee 
and Reopening Team. “The mental health 
of the whole community was important in 
all the decisions our team made.”

When the 2020-2021 school year began 
remotely, St. Mark’s replaced traditional 
Mini-School nights with a livestream 
from the Science Lecture Hall. Each 
division’s “virtual Mini-School,” featured 
its respective division head and, seated 
six feet apart, Dr. Reed and Doerge. Their 
appearance side by side reinforced what 
the School has long believed: mental 
health and physical health are equally 
vital to the development and well-being of 
young boys. 

‘The 10600 
community 
page especially 
helped to foster 
that sense of 
connectedness 
that we 
lost due to 
quarantine.’
ROBERT POU ’21

Continued, next page
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"e counseling program has 
expanded into a mental health 
dream team

 Since 2020, the counseling program 
has continued to grow and expand. 
Dr. Reed now leads the program 

and works directly with Middle School 
boys. With the addition of Dr. Mary 
Bonsu as Upper School counselor and 
Bridget Redondo-Doan as Lower School 
counselor, St. Mark’s began the 2021–2022 
school year with a dedicated counselor in 
each division.

When it comes to counseling, it’s hard 
to overstate the value of being present. 
St. Mark’s counselors are entrenched in 
the community, serving as advisors, club 
sponsors, wilderness chaperones and 
classroom teachers. They attend games 
and performances, join boys for lunch in 
the Great Hall and catch up with them on 
the Quad.

“It’s important to be ‘in the know’ on 
what is happening with each grade,” 
Redondo-Doan said. “The more present 
the counselor is, the more familiar and 
comfortable the boys feel in seeking out 
help from the counselor.”

In addition to their work in the office 
and around campus, counselors here are 
also gaining a presence in the classroom. 
Redondo-Doan regularly leads SEL 
(social and emotional learning) lessons, 
touching on subjects like bullying. Dr. 
Bonsu and Dr. Reed each teach health and 
wellness classes to boys in their respective 
divisions, where the discussions range 
from time management and conflict 
resolution to substance abuse and the 
impact of social media.

A STUDENT’S EMOTIONAL HEALTH 
often affects their academic health, and 
vice versa. For this, the counseling team 
relies on Julie Pechersky, director of 
academic success, who works with boys 
who are struggling in class. She trains 
boys to manage their time efficiently 
and handles testing and classroom 
accommodations. The School also recently 
hired Eliza Rosenbloom, an academic and 
wellness specialist to support the team’s 
work and provide another person for 
students across campus to engage.

“Gabby, Bridget and Mary provide 
therapeutic emotional support and I 
work with the student to assist with 
their academic achievement, so they 
feel supported and cared for as they 
work through personal struggles,” 
Pechersky said. “We hope to provide 
a safe environment where a boy feels 
comfortable coming to us for whatever 
resource they may need during a difficult 
time so that together, we can be there to 
guide them.”

THE COUNSELING TEAM has forged 
a close partnership with the faculty, 
ensuring a robust lineup of professionals 
looking after each and every boy. 

“The boys love the counseling office, 
and I love that the team has made their 
office an approachable, welcoming 
place,” said Anna Gill, Middle School 
Spanish teacher and sixth-grade class 
sponsor. “If I ever encounter a student 
who is struggling outside of what would 
be considered ‘normal’ developmentally, 
I know that I have the support of the 
counseling team to help me. It has helped 
me be a better teacher in the classroom 
and offer the boys the right support.”

With counselors involved at the 
division level, it’s easier for teachers to 
approach them and it’s also easier for the 
counselors to work with faculty for the 
best possible outcome.

“When I help a kid through issues, I 
now have a far greater understanding of 
the context behind the behavior,” said 
Dr. Martin Stegemoeller, Malcolm K. and 
Minda Brachman Master Teaching Chair. 

“This cooperation helps the boys get more 
consistent help on how they can improve. 
We have had some great successes 
recently in helping boys turn it around.”

Perhaps the clearest example of the 
counseling office’s advancement is in 
its name. This fall, the counseling office 
officially became the Marksman Wellness 
Center. This reflects their overarching 
mission: to ensure that Marksmen are 
developing into healthy young men who 
will thrive.

‘I can use play 
to help them 
process and 
cope with 
whatever 
they are 
experiencing.’

BRIDGET REDONDO-DOAN

Continued from previous page

WELCOME. 
Members of the counseling 
team welcome boys to the 
Marksman Wellness Center.
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‘Giving advice 
to them felt 
as natural as 
giving advice 
to my younger 
brothers.’

Marksmen take initiative to 
talk more about mental health  
on campus

 While the counseling team has 
achieved tangible success in 
its work, it is ultimately up 

to the student to identify their needs and 
seek and accept help. 

“A counselor must thread the needle 
where on one side, I need to respect a 
boy’s autonomy, agency and need for 
self-advocacy,” Dr. Bonsu said. “And 
on the other side, I need to provide 
scaffolding for skills that may remain 
underdeveloped.”

As part of its March 2021 cover story, 
The ReMarker shared some ways that 
mental health could be better addressed 
on campus. Among them was a challenge 
to fellow students: talk about it.

“The continued stigmatization of mental 
health issues leads students to believe that 
their problems, many of which are shared 
by hundreds of their peers, are abnormal,” 
the editorial reads.

THIS IS A CHALLENGE that students 
have readily embraced. Brandon Kim ’25 
and Burke Gordon ’25 organized a new 
club centered on mental health. Sponsored 
by Dr. Bonsu, Mindful4Life brings 
together boys interested in being more 
mindful of mental health issues, gaining 
skills in active listening and being there 
for friends who may be struggling.

This year, Mindful4Life expanded its 
discussions to the entire school through 
the first Men’s Mental Health Week. The 
club organized assemblies to promote 
open discussion of mental health among 
young men.  

At one assembly, eight seniors hosted a 
panel discussion onstage in Decherd. 

“This is just one step toward de-
stigmatizing talking about mental 
health among guys,” panelist Aadi 
Khasgiwala ’23 said. “A lot of people came 
up to all of us afterward, talking about 
how they really appreciated us talking 
about a sensitive topic without much 

hesitation.” 
As part of the week, boys also heard 

from Jeremy Edge, a licensed counselor 
who specializes in video game addiction. 

“Throughout the week, boys heard their 
peers talk about issues, as well as key 
strategies they have found successful,” Dr. 
Bonsu said. “Our goal was to reduce the 
stigma surrounding mental health issues 
and to model boys’ capacity for emotional 
depth and vulnerability.”

THE SENIORS CARRIED this message 
to Middle School as well. At Dr. Reed’s 
invitation, several seniors used their free 
periods to speak with the eighth-grade 
life skills class. As those boys prepare to 
enter Upper School, there’s no substitution 
for the advice of a soon-to-be-graduate. 
While Dr. Reed taught lessons about 
healthy relationships, study habits and 
emotional wellness, the seniors were able 
to chime in with their own experiences.

“Giving advice to them felt as natural 
as giving advice to my younger brothers,” 
Winston Lee ’23 said. “I wish I had 
known how willing upperclassmen are 
in giving help and advice. As a senior, I 
know many of my peers who are willing 
to drop what they’re doing to answer an 
underclassman’s question.”

The results have been palpable. As 
Spanish teacher Anna Gill notes, “There 
is no stigma around Middle School boys 
talking to our counselors.”

In its mission to develop boys into 
men of character, St. Mark’s embraces the 
motto “Courage & Honor.” 

Courage can take many forms, 
including the courage to stand up for 
themselves or others when they are in 
need. Vulnerability is not an easy trait 
to foster, especially in young boys. But 
developing skills of self-care is among 
the hardest lessons for young people 
to master.

Thanks in part to students who share 
their own experiences with peers and the 
counseling professionals in the Marksman 
Wellness Center, boys are offered the tools 
needed to help them succeed. 

WINSTON LEE ’23

‘This is just one step toward 
destigmatizing talking about 
mental health among guys.’


