September 27, 2011










Joyce Husseini, Chair 
Stoughton School Committee

232 Pearl Street

Stoughton, Ma. 02072

Subject:
Your letter dated September 23, 2011

    I have received your letter dated September 23rd, in regards to the decision I made to have the Police Department assess a possible public safety issue at the Stoughton School system.  As you are aware, there was a news story regarding overcrowded buses in Stoughton that aired on Wednesday, September 21st and continued into the next morning.  As you may also be aware, this story came from parents and citizens of Stoughton that failed to receive satisfaction from the schools upon first complaining to them. It was only through this newscast on Thursday morning at 7:30 AM, that I was made aware that a complaint concerning public safety had been made. I take note that you state that we acted “without notification, permission, consultation, or a formal complaint of criminal activity.”  You are absolutely correct, with one exception.  The Police Department was not notified at all of a potential public safety issue by the school department. We were further unaware that a question of public safety would air on the nightly and morning news. The exception is your assertion that we had no formal complaint of criminal activity.  The report in and of itself was a complaint of an alleged unsafe practice. Even if it were not, it is the responsibility of the Police Department and not the schools to ensure public safety regardless of the venue. I would have loved to have discussed this with the Superintendant and would have been happy to do so if the Police Department had been notified, but news cycles being what they are, we had to collect data and have an answer as soon as possible.  You may or may not be aware that later that Thursday evening we dispelled the whole event by telling the news media what we did and supported the school’s claims that overcrowding was not an issue.  I realize that you keep your own figures, but it was the independent verification of numbers of students that put the whole matter to rest in the public’s eye.  You’re welcome for that.

    As for Principals being “blindsided” or us striking fear into the hearts of children, I couldn’t disagree more.  The Stoughton Police Department has been a leader in the areas of community policing and public outreach.  We have a juvenile detective that is in the school department every day and other uniformed officers are consistently in and around the schools.  You may not be aware that Officer Shawn Faria will voluntarily do traffic at the Gibbons school because of congestion issues as will Officer Holmes at the South, that we take part in every school fair where our uniforms and vehicles are met with wonder and amazement by small children, that Detective Hardy does many “Officer Phil” safety programs in full uniform at the elementary levels, that Executive Officer Devine annually gives safety seminars to children, that I myself read to students and give students rides to school with a caravan of marked police units. When we are called to any other public safety issues that may arise during the course of the school day, we do so without hesitation.  This is just a small portion of what we have offered the school system.  We are a constant and benevolent presence at our schools and we aim to help out in any way we can.  This department has historically had a wonderful relationship with the school system, one that began well before my or Superintendent Rizzi’s arrival.  The hard working officers in the juvenile unit and administrators in the Principals’ offices have seen and will continue to see to that.

    In closing I will reiterate that the officers sent out that morning were directed to independently gather data due to a public safety issue and nothing more.  That is what occurred and it actually worked in favor of the school’s position.  I regret that the Police Department was not made aware of this by the Superintendent and will chalk it up as a “teachable moment” for future communications from the Superintendant’s office.  Should she have any further questions I can be reached at 781-344-2424.  I thank you for your time and concern as we all work to make Stoughton a safer community for all residents.

Sincerely,

Paul J. Shastany

Chief of Police

Cc: 
Marguerite C. Rizzi, Ed.D., Superintendent of Schools
Stoughton School Committee

John Stagnone, Board of Selectmen

Francis T. Crimmins, Jr., Stoughton Town Manager

Joel Harding, Supervisor of Support Services

