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An Oakdale Middle School 
parent said students saw “ex-
plicit sexual content” on their 
Chromebooks in school as 
they accessed a video chatting 
website that the district later 
blocked.

David Morris said he spoke 
with other parents whose 
children saw the sexual con-
tent during live video chats 
while they watched on their 
Chromebooks in school and 
on the school bus.

He passed along par-
ents’ concerns, and his, in an 
emailed letter on May 1 to 
school board members, crit-
icizing the school system’s 
leadership and handling of the 
issue.

Students in Frederick 
County Public Schools in 
March encountered “inappro-
priate content” after access-
ing the video chatting website 
Thundr while at school, Oak-
dale Middle School Principal 
Christine Samuels acknowl-
edged in a community notifi-
cation sent on May 2.

The website is similar to 
the permanently shut down 
website Omegle, in that users 
can list their interests and be 
connected online with a ran-
dom user with similar inter-
ests. Thundr matches users 
through text chat or video chat.

On March 5, an Oakdale 
Middle School teacher was 
alerted that students accessed 
Thundr using their FCPS-is-
sued Chromebooks during 
school hours, according to the 
school district.

FCPS said staff members at 
the school submitted requests 
to block the website to the 
school district’s Department of 
Technology Infrastructure on 
both March 5 and 6.

The website was blocked 
for students on March 7, ac-
cording to FCPS.

Eric Louérs–Phillips, a 
spokesperson for the school 
district, wrote in an email on 
Tuesday that 58 students ac-
cessed Thundr from the time 
the complaint was made to 
when the site was blocked.

FCPS said no other schools 
reported students having ac-
cess to Thundr, and the only 
report was from Oakdale Mid-
dle.

The school district added 
that it has no evidence of stu-
dents at any FCPS school by-
passing site blockers to access 
the website after the block was 
implemented.

FCPS regulation specifical-
ly prohibits students circum-
venting security measures, in-
cluding using a virtual private 
network instead of the FCPS 
Wi-Fi.

Morris is a parent with a 
sixth grade student and an 
eighth grade student at Oak-
dale Middle. He said he heard 
from several other parents 
whose students were exposed 
to sexually explicit content.

He wrote an email on May 
2 to Rae Gallagher, the pres-
ident of the Frederick Coun-
ty Board of Education, that 
a parent from the middle 
school brought the issue to the 

school’s principal on March 10 
— three days after the website 
was blocked.

Morris wrote in the email 
that Samuels “responded as if 
it was the first she’d heard of it.”

FCPS said Samuels spoke 
with “a concerned parent” on 
March 10, “at which time the 
principal learned more detail 
as to the nature of the content 
that was accessed by students.”

On May 2, Samuels sent an 
email to the Oakdale Middle 
School community, informing 
families of the incident.

She wrote that in March, 
when the school first received 
a report of students accessing 
the site, “we believed the inci-
dent to be isolated and, there-
fore, did not share it with the 
entire school community.”

Samuels wrote that during 
the week of May 2, “we learned 
that before the site was blocked 
by FCPS, some additional stu-
dents may have accessed the 
site or been exposed to inap-
propriate content and may 
have shared it with other stu-
dents.”

Morris said in an interview 
on Wednesday that he was 
shocked a website like Thundr 
would be accessible on FCPS’ 
network.

He said there was no mass 
communication sent to par-
ents about Thundr until the 
May 2 email from Samuels, de-
spite how “all the other kids 
knew about it.”

Morris added that in addi-
tion to the students who used 
Chromebooks to access the 
website, “I don’t know how 
many kids actually were ex-
posed to it through the other 
kids that had logged in and ac-
cessed the website.”

“They were showing it to 
their friends,” he said. “Appar-
ently, it became such a big deal 
that, this was in seventh and 
eighth grade, that even sixth 
graders knew about it.”

Morris said it was concern-
ing that Samuels did not im-
mediately “understand the 
magnitude” when she spoke 
with an Oakdale Middle 
School parent on March 10, 
since requests to block the site 
had come from the school on 
March 5 and 6.

Morris said the respons-
es he received from Oakdale 
Middle School staff members 
and the school board “read 
like legal disclaimers.”

“There was no ownership. 
There was no apology,” he 
said. “There was nothing oth-
er than just a bunch of legal 
jargon.”

By GABRIELLE LEWIS
glewis@newspost.com

Frederick County has been 
designated Maryland’s first bird 
county by the Maryland Bird 
Conservation Partnership, an 
acknowledgement of the coun-
ty’s efforts to protect habitats, 
restore ecosystems and educate 
people on the environment.

The Bird County Maryland 
Program, administered by the 
partnership, encourages counties, 
towns, cities and college campus-
es to take actions to improve con-
ditions for local bird populations.

Although Frederick County is 
the state’s first bird county, mu-
nicipalities within the county — 
the city of Frederick, the city of 
Brunswick and the town of Mid-
dletown — have been designated 
as bird cities.

There are eight bird cities and 

four bird campuses across Mary-
land.

Frederick County passed a res-
olution to support the Bird City 
Maryland initiative and observe 
World Migratory Bird Day in North 
America each year as part of its 
bird county designation.

Andrew Stine, a Livable Fred-
erick Principal Planner II, worked 
on the county’s application and 
the resolution. He said the idea to 
apply for the designation was first 
suggested in the fall during early 
meetings for the county’s Green 
Infrastructure plan.

Stine said this designation is a 
recognition of “a lot of the things 
that Frederick County has been 
doing already that indicate we’re 
moving in a good direction.”

Frederick County’s page 
on the Bird City Network web-
site lists several of the county’s 
achievements, including:

 Creating or adopting land 
use plans focused on protecting 
habitat and watersheds

 Having ongoing bird and 
conservation-related programs 
for different age groups

 Creating, supporting and im-
proving alternative transportation

Stine said being a designat-
ed bird county also connects the 
county to over 200 other commu-
nities in both North and South 
America in the Bird City Network.

“It’s a way to connect with all 
of those communities to share 
resources, share ideas,” he said. 
“... [We can get] a bunch of re-
sources that can help further in-
form our efforts to improve local 
environmental health.”

Stine said the county will host 
an event every year to commem-
orate World Migratory Bird Day 
and will choose a signature bird 
to represent the area soon.

Frederick County named Maryland’s first bird county
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Development overlay is 
approved for Vista Pointe
By ESTHER FRANCES
efrances@newspost.com

Brunswick’s mayor and 
City Council on Tuesday 
unanimously approved 
a Planned Unit Develop-
ment (PUD) overlay on 
previously annexed land.

The PUD overlay is a 
specific zoning district that 
allows for flexible site plan-
ning and development.

The land will be used for 
an age-restricted develop-
ment called Vista Pointe.

Residents of Brunswick 
and Knoxville on April 22 
expressed their concerns 
to the mayor and City 
Council about the devel-
opment, specifically about 
potentially removing an 
area of forest land.

Pleasants Develop-
ment, the developer, has 
been allowed to clear 57 
acres of forest on the prop-
erty for the 660 age-re-
stricted units it plans to 
build. Residents are con-
cerned that clearing the 
forest will create more 
flooding in the area.

At the meeting on Tues-
day, Brunswick resident 
Neil Gormley said the for-
est is “ecologically and hy-
drologically better than a 
landscaped open space.”

“A forest ecosystem 
supports more plant and 
animal life,” he said. “It’s a 
richer, more resilient eco-
logical system.”

Gormley added that the 
forest is “much better” at 
retaining water and reduc-
ing flooding than a grazed 
pasture would be.

Dan Fryer, the region-
al vice president for Pleas-
ants Development, said on 
Tuesday that the engineer-
ing study that is looking at 
runoff and flooding, which 
the company is current-
ly working on, will be re-
leased to the public.

He said the report will 
show the existing condi-
tions for flooding and what 
the development company 

plans to do to address it.
Fryer said the civil engi-

neering firm Macris, Hen-
dricks & Glascock (MHG) 
is performing the study.

An annexation agree-
ment for the land included 
a list of proffers that prom-
ised stormwater infra-
structure improvements, 
such as cleaning the 21-
inch culvert north and 
south of Brunswick Street, 
before the project starts.

Council Member Andy 
St. John said at the meeting 
that he received numerous 
emails from the commu-
nity that mention how the 
annexation of the property 
was “a lack of due diligence 
and mismanagement on 
the part of the city.”

“I, frankly, take excep-
tion to that,” he said. “The 
city and the staff has been 

working very hard on this 
for a very long time to 
make sure that all the i’s 
are dotted and the t’s are 
crossed, and that we have 
followed the law.”

Council Member John 
Caves agreed with St. John, 
and added that the process 
has not been approached 
“flippantly.”

“We read the emails. We 
listen to the comments,” he 
said. “It’s ultimately a judg-
ment call.”

After the unanimous 
vote to approve the PUD 
overlay, Mayor Nathan 
Brown said he did not want 
to influence any coun-
cil members’ votes, but he 
agreed with St. John.

“Really, these annexa-
tions ... are not fresh off the 
press, brand-new, clean-
slate annexations,” he said.

The land for the Vis-
ta Pointe development is 
made up of three previ-
ously annexed properties: 
the Daugherty, Ferris and 
Brylawski properties.

The Daugherty prop-
erty was annexed into the 
city in 1992 and is approx-
imately 113 acres. The Fer-
ris and Brylawski prop-
erties were adopted into 
Brunswick on Feb. 25 of 
this year, and are approx-
imately 57 acres and 15 
acres, respectively.

“We had to really look 
at them in a way that was 
... in the best interest of 
the city,” Brown said. “It 
allowed us to have prof-
fers where normally we 
wouldn’t because we in-
troduced new annexa-
tions to already annexed 
land, which was good.”

FCPS parent says 
students saw 
explicit content 
at school through 
video chat website 

The home page of the website 
thundr.com. An Oakdale 
Middle School parent says 
children accessed explicit 
content on Thundr during 
school.
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The Brunswick mayor and City Council on Tuesday discuss the Vista Pointe Planned Unit Development overlay.
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