February 15, 2006

Mr. John Vecchittio

Principal

Nonnewaug High School

Ms. Ellen Sorbel

Principal

Woodbury Middle School 

This correspondence is to confirm various discussions and to suggest improvements to the current student handbook and school policy regarding incidents on the school bus.

While this incident was handled in an expeditious manner, the investigation was completed before all pertinent information was collected.  In addition, the first adult to be advised of the incident took no action.

Transportation:

The first responsible adult to be advised of the incident and where assistance was requested and needed was the school bus driver. The bus driver did nothing and, as of Friday Feb. 10, 2006, a full school week after the incident on the bus occurred, did not submit an incident report.  On busses where there are both high school and middle school students, the bus driver needs to be sensitive to the possibility of tension and conflict that can and do occur.  For a bus driver to dismiss the request for assistance of a 6th grade student that has been harassed and assaulted is unforgivable.  Parent’s need to know that their children are safe while riding the school bus, therefore, we feel that bus drivers that do not respond to a students request for help, especially when there is ample observable evidence, should be disciplined, up to and including dismissal. 

High School Student Handbook
School Bus Behavior Expectations

Specific School Bus Behavior Code:

Of the eleven items listed in this section of the student handbook, not one of those items addresses the fact that middle school students share the bus with the high school.  As the age range can be from ten to eighteen years old, there should be something specifically stated directly related to this arrangement.
Policy and Procedures:
As with any incident, to continue without a full review of the incident and a discussion with all parties involved can only net an incomplete investigation.  A complaint was made at both the middle school and the high school. The high school students were brought in to the vice principal’s office, questioned and punished before the middle school even reviewed the incident with the victim or other students sitting in the immediate area on the bus where the incident occurred.  

Some of the more serious allegations were not fully investigated. There should be no reason why both vice principals can not talk to both the victim of the incident as well as the alleged perpetrators.  Before penalties are metered out, all of the allegations need to be thoroughly investigated.  In this case, the parents were told that there was no evidence of the victim being spit on.  This was said directly to the victim’s mother, who had the dubious pleasure of cleaning the “no evidence spit” off of the victims back pack and sending the victim to the shower to wash this same “no evidence spit” out of the victim’s hair. 

While the high school student hand book clearly outlines a zero tolerance policy for both verbal harassment and bullying and further states that such behavior will be taken seriously, the allegation of physical harm (I’ll break your jaw) was dismissed.  The word of the three perpetrators overruled the word of the victim.  No attempt by high school administration was made to interview other students who may have witnessed the incident to either confirm or deny the threat.  Therefore, the threat of physical violence was not taken seriously.

Being told that because the incident was with high school students, the middle school vice principal could do very little and that the high school vice principle could not discuss the incident with middle school students, there needs to be a policy of complete co-operation/communication between the two schools.  There should be a set of procedures that clearly defines and insures that all relevant items are investigated fully before a final report can be submitted.  This will insure that the punishments are appropriate and that serious allegations are not dismissed because the perpetrators are allowed to declare what they did not do or say.  
The intent of this letter is not meant to change the outcome of the punishment; rather it is to highlight the immediate need for clear, well defined policies/procedures pertaining to bus conduct of this nature when both middle and high school students are involved.  Further, we are very disappointed that the school district did not honor the policies that are in place regarding harassment/bullying and verbal threats.
Sincerely,

Joe Myle

Sandy Ward

